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WHO CARES FOR THE WOUNDED JOURNALIST? 
A study of the treatment of journalists suffering from 
exposure to trauma. 
 
 
"I am haunted by the vivid memories of killings and corpses and anger and pain...of starving and 
wounded children, of trigger happy madmen, often police, of killer executioners.”  (A South 
African photographer before he committed suicide).   
 
 
“It was impossible to be cursorybut we are not hired to sit there and show our emotionswe 
are hired to do the job, get the facts and get outso that’s the way I handled the situationI 
tried not to get too close to the people”  (A TV journalist describing his coverage of a tsunami 
disaster). 
 
 
“…because I felt I was helping again, by telling the world about the emerging tales of horror 
that refugees brought with them …and I thank you again for being just about the only person 
who has tried to do something for those of us needing support. I still owe you a beer”.  (A 
stringer covering the East Timor violence). 
 
 
"Chair : We actually did hear from previous witnesses that some journalists themselves required 
counselling after covering that story, and in fact, the story at Thredbo?...”[The answer was 
basically ‘no’ and what was provided was mostly provided by the police]. (A Senate hearing 
discussing the media’s role at the Port Arthur massacre ).   
 
 
“Please, in all of this as you look at the big picture, remember that most journalists who suffer 
are in a much smaller context; they feel bad when they cover the local vehicle accident, local 
murder, drowning. They feel really isolated and have no one to turn to. That’s where many 
journalists truly suffer…”   (Small US mid-western town reporter, 2000).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The author is indebted to the support given by Dr Frank Ochberg, Cratis Hippocrates, Professor 
Gary Embleton, Roger Patching, Dr Roger Simpson, Paul Scully, Robert Frank, Frema Engel 
and Migael Scherer.    
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PROLOGUE 
 
“It was to be the ultimate Christmas/New year road warning story. I was tired of every mid-to-
late December going out and covering fatal road crashes; getting a senior police officer to say 
that people should not drink and drive, should take rests, drive carefully, etc and not spoil their 
Christmas family reunions. I recall the year before doing a story of a young man travelling too 
fast on a corner in his late model sedan killing himself, just 100 metres from his parents’ home. 
His Christmas presents were scattered across the inside of the car and onto the road.  
 
Anyway the next year I got the support of the Coroner, the ambulance, the hospital, my editors 
and everyone else I could think of, to do a story on what happens when someone is killed in a 
road accident. That meant following the story right through and of course getting the relatives to 
agree to the publicity. It took a lot of trust and organisation. The photographer and I got the 
right call; we had a fatal motorcyclist. Because they were so common, we normally didn’t cover 
those in much detail. So we followed the body through and then had to wait a few days for the 
autopsy, which we had arranged to be given access to (not a mean feat). 
 
I had attended some autopsies before and they can be unpleasant, but the young man was not 
badly disfigured; he had severe internal head injuries. Being the macho police reporter and with 
two years in Vietnam this had made me think there was nothing that was going to throw me off 
my Christmas meals.  
 
When we, the photographer and I, arrived at the morgue about mid afternoon, a few days before 
Christmas, the woman pathologist was ready for us. She chatted to us beforehand and said that 
she had another autopsy to do and wondered whether she could do that first? She said it was a 
‘cot-death’ of an eight-week-old boy. I was welcome to observe that too if I wished. She was 
doing some research on the causes of cot deaths. I already had an interest in cot deaths as well 
through doing some earlier stories; one in which a mother had lost two sons through cot-deaths 
and had been a suspect for possible murder.  
 
The photographer declined. I said that was fine. The police officer handling the sudden death 
and I went in to the lab with her. The first thing I noticed was how the boy just looked like he was 
asleep. She gently took him out of his pretty blue-ribboned bassinet, in which he had been 
delivered by the ambulance officers. She said that part of her research was to try to find out 
whether there was any bedding which could have contributed to his death. He had no injuries 
except some blood clotting where he lay. 
 
So far no worries, then, as anyone knows who has attended an autopsy, some fairly brutal 
cutting up with saws and knives of the body occurs. Fascinated, I held my ground and watched 
every detail, which I can still recall. Finally, in frustration, she said she could not find any real 
cause of death. (The development and research of the causes of cot deaths is another story). I 
still felt fine. 
 
She then moved over to the young man laying on the stainless steel extended sink with a chock 
under his head. That was also okay. I got my quotes. The photographer took some discreet 
photos.  The pathologist said she didn’t want to be named, as only her close friends knew about 
her job. That was understandable, but she did ask me to say that she didn’t want to see any road 
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victims over the Christmas period. We parted with the normal Christmas wishes. I knew I had my 
story. I went to a friends’ home for a pre-Christmas dinner. My family of three young children, 
all under 12, and wife were already there. While I was a little sombre and not willing to discuss 
the story I had just done, I had no difficulty socialising and enjoyed dinner. So far so good.        
  
But that night when I tried to sleep it was the worst night I can ever recall. The visions were so 
graphic and so grotesque mostly involving young children and even my own. Sixteen years later 
I still don’t like to remember those nights. But they kept coming back night after night. I thought I 
was going mad. I couldn’t understand why a non-brutal story, after all the brutal ones I had 
covered, was the one that triggered it. I tried to talk it out in my dreams, that didn’t work. My 
only escape was to wake right up, get a drink, walk around our home, etc. For the first time in 
my life I was afraid to go to asleep.   
 
I couldn’t talk about it to anyone and tried to get the thoughts out of my head. I began hating to 
do stories about death. I prayed and went for long walks, but that didn’t help much, but my 
general faith in God did a bit. I looked for positive stories but they don’t make the news as much. 
My chief of staff had no idea. I didn’t want him to know that a story I had organised and had 
been praised for, had so unsettled me. It was foreign and horrible new territory and I never 
thought I would go there. I never want to go back and …worse I felt there was no one I could 
talk to about it. Even now I feel a bit ashamed and weak about the whole thing. 
 
I finally asked the chief of staff for a change in round and he made me feel good and bad. He 
said he wanted me to keep doing the police crime/round because I was good at it, but also said 
he didn’t think he had another round for me anyway. A little white lie, I think. I kept going for a 
few months, but when I heard a political round was coming up, I jumped at it. A different blood 
sport. But I didn’t really cope very well and even today stupidly feel some shame about not 
coping…I still wonder how it all affected me and don’t really know…but maybe this is why, 
sixteen years later, I am trying to do something for journalism…I hope”.  
 
Philip Castle,  Brisbane, July, 2001. 
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CHAPTER ONE : INTRODUCTION.  
 
This Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia, Masters of Arts thesis is 
about journalists who suffer when they report on trauma and what can be done to help them. 
It is not about journalists “behaving badly” although that is touched on where their behavior 
or practices could lead to less negative symptoms from reporting on trauma. It also accepts 
that there is some disagreement among the medical and psychoanalysts about what is best 
practice for dealing with people suffering from trauma or likely to suffer trauma. Put in lay 
terms it would appear, on balance, better to offer some options to a person who has 
experienced or been closely related to a trauma rather than ignore them. The exact specifics 
of what can be provided are not covered in any detail, this is best left to the medical and 
counselling experts, but rather this thesis looks at the news process and newsroom culture 
and what journalists, including the author, consider worthwhile proposals. 
 
This study began in 1998 and is based on a comprehensive literature search, extended 
interviews with journalists, including 14 who covered the tsunami which struck northern 
Papua New Guinea in July 1998, interviews with key US, Canadian and UK experts, 
attendance at three conferences and the author’s own experience of more than 25 years’ 
media experience as a police/crime reporter, Director of Information for the Australian 
Federal Police and a teacher in Public Relations and Journalism for more than four years. The 
author spent two years in Vietnam (1969-71) with the Australian Embassy in Saigon.        
 
A QUT colleague and Master of Arts candidate, Trina McLellan, is examining the impact of 
news reporting on victims and survivors of traumatic incidents and how improved practices 
could lessen any negative effects.  
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Thesis study. 
 
This study of journalists and their reporting of trauma and effects on them has its genesis in the 
middle of 1985 when the author was asked to write a story for the Australian Journalism 
Association Canberra branch newspaper on the support or lack of it for doing the death, rapes, 
accidents and disasters that many reporters are required to cover on a daily basis. At that time the 
author was and had been the police/crime reporter for The Canberra Times for a number of 
years. It was written almost in a vacuum with a thinly veiled plea that journalists should be 
provided with a bit more support than they were at the time. Almost unbeknown to the author, 
the Victorian Ambulance Service had begun a Critical Incident Stress support program in 1982, 
almost the first such program in Australia. 
 
While other like industries such as the police and ambulance services, the fire brigade and the 
military began to realise the significance and need for such programs, the news industry has 
stood still and offered very little since. Early in 1998, Professor Frank Ochberg, visited the 
Queensland University of Technology at the invitation of then head of journalism, Cratis 
Hippocrates, and held a one day seminar on the topic. The author was invited to attend and 
realised that even though his article had been written almost 15 years earlier, little had changed 
in Australia but moves were being made in the US to change this culture of almost inhumane 
treatment of journalists. With both their encouragement and continued support, it was time for 
the author to reactivate his long held interest, so began a masters of research in this field. 
 
The aim of the study is to try to establish what happens in the newsroom and with journalists 
when they report on traumas, whether they do suffer any ill effects, if they do what can be done 
and what others have leant about helping people deal with the negative effects of what is today 
called Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). But the study is really more than that, it looks at 
how journalists are treated in the process and whether better practices could be adopted to 
change their poor treatment, raise the negative profile Australian society has of journalists and 
encourage journalists to deal with these people and situations in a more positive way. 
 
So the author has examined the literature on PTSD and that related to journalism, travelled to the 
US, Canada and the UK to further his research and attended three key conferences on the topic. 
He has interviewed a number of journalists in unstructured interviews, a number of clinicians in 
the trauma field and carried out a qualitative survey of 14 journalists who covered the aftermath 
of the tsunami in northern New Guinea in July 1998. It is these latter interviews that have formed 
the core of the study and prompted many side issues that have been pursued in the course of this 
research.  
 
It is important to explain that as the author began interviewing the core group of journalists it 
was quickly obvious that they wanted to talk about the general issue as much as the specific story 
of the tsunami. This meant that they became free flowing and often took many paths but their 
comments about many particular issues were remarkably similar, such as their views on the 
dreaded deathknocks. Their views about the lack of managerial support were common and their 
keenness to see a peer support type system instigated was encouraging. While none placed any 
embargoes on the interview material and all gave their views almost entirely on the record, the 
author has considered in retrospect that in some places it was  unnecessary to disclose exactly 
who said what about their concerns, although in many cases the journalists’ names are credited to 
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the statements.  
 
Where statements are made about the views of those interviewed then that is because these 
represented a pattern of views or as one interviewee said during an interview when it was 
confirmed to him that others had said similar things, he said, “Yes, well perhaps we all knew it 
but no one has ever bothered to try to put it together like that.”  Perhaps it is because journalists 
for various reasons don’t often talk about their work to others apart from their colleagues. The 
fact that the author is a colleague with similar experiences, in many cases he has worked in the 
media with them, and that they have spoken out on this issue, indicates that it is important.    
 
Since the study began many more journalists have informally provided their views about aspects 
of  the development of this work and supported the desire of the author to try to change the 
news/trauma nexus for the better. While this sounds noble, and it is, there is a more pragmatic 
reason and that is if better systems are put in place, the business of gathering and reporting of the 
news will be better and therefore a better product delivered. As the famous Hawthorne studies 
conducted by Australian business consultant, Elton Mayo, found in the US in the late 1920s and 
early 1930s, if workers are shown better conditions and interest, their level and quality of work 
improves. (Davidson and Griffin, (2000), pp 52-53.)     
 
It became obvious as the author gathered information and responses from many journalists both 
in Australia, the US, Canada and the UK, that while the big stories such as Columbine, 
Oklahoma, Port Arthur, Thredbo, Lockerbie etc attract concern about possible PTSD impacts on 
all those connected to them, including the journalists, many journalists said that it was the 
smaller, almost routine type stories that mostly adversely affected them. As one mid-western  
reporter from the US said to the author in San Antonio, Texas, last November, “ Please in all of 
this as you look at the big picture, remember that most journalists who suffer are in a much 
smaller context; they feel bad when they cover the local vehicle accident, local murder, 
drowning. They feel really isolated and have no one to turn to. That’s where many journalists 
truly suffer…” The author found, based on the interviews, that the suffering of journalists came 
down to a very individual, almost private matter, which was rarely spoken about and their 
anguish was often triggered by a relative minor traumatic story. This trigger then often prompted 
recalls of the other stories both big and small. What was also noticeable was the number of 
journalists who said that this was the first time anyone had seriously asked them how they felt. 
Their stoicism, humour, openness, sadness, regrets and refreshing candour has made this more 
than an academic exercise but also showed the resilience and empathy that this so-called hard 
profession can produce. It challenged some of the cynical views many of us hold of our 
profession.      
 
The author was concerned that some of the solutions appeared simplistic but on reflection felt 
that if the recommended solution was simple and could be kept simple then it may be adopted. 
For example the proposed model referred to towards the end to set up a peer support network for 
journalists supported by skilled counsellors is not complex and is a copy of the Queensland 
Ambulance Service’s Priority One program.  It was felt that such a program already operating 
and accepted by its users, was more likely to work than one where an attempt was made to 
“reinvent the wheel.” 
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Journalists deal with traumatic events.  
 
With some justification, journalists in the western world have been regarded as hard-nosed 
and hard-living, story-driven people, with a particularly unhealthy lifestyle. Much of this is 
true and much of their unhealthy lifestyle can be attributed to the nature of news gathering; 
tight deadlines, working odd hours, dealing with people who have a lot to lose or gain and 
reporting on events that are essentially bad news. 
 
In modern western society, probably in most societies, bad news is conveyed quickly and is 
considered to be important. The news industry is often criticised for delivering mostly "bad 
news", but bad news is good news for story content. Occasionally it is possible to deliver 
good news (often as a soft story at the end of a bulletin or as a break-out piece), but these 
types of stories don't lift the ratings, sell space for advertisers nor bring in revenue for the 
owners who react very quickly to the market changes. The news business is product-based 
and therefore very reactive to profit and loss. Profit drives most of the news media as we 
know it. There are some exceptions such as the ABC and SBS TV in Australia but they too 
are competitively based and have to deliver mostly what people want. And what people want 
is to know and understand the "bad news." The ratings and readership figures are not merely 
important to news industry producers to boost their egos, but to demonstrate that their 
product is attracting readers, viewers and listeners, (and in the case of on-line users, the 
number of hits) and therefore these figures, however imprecise, attract the advertising dollar, 
which is the source of the news industry's real profits. 
 
Tragedy is news. 
 
"The news media are never welcome at the scene of a tragedy. The mere sight of journalists, 
photographers and television camera crews is sometimes enough to provoke hostility among 
people grieving over the loss of relatives and friends. From their point of view the media are 
intruders - 'vultures' or 'heartless ghouls'. Yet in perhaps eight cases out of ten, it is the media's 
job to report it. The difficulty is to report it adequately, without treading on the sensitivities of 
people in shock or grief."  (Hurst and White, 1994, p111). 
 
This becomes a dilemma relevant because much of the news will be determined by what the 
public wants, even though there is some agenda setting and gate-keeping undertaken by the 
news processors and even owners, it is still difficult to deny that the public want to know the 
bad news. This mostly translates into the newsgatherers covering tragedies, death, 
destruction, accidents, mishaps, murders, serious assaults, torture and traumas of various 
kinds. These have all the ingredients which can cause Post Traumatic Stress Disorders to 
those who have to deal with them.  
 
There has been a great deal of discussion over the past century about how news content and 
priorities are set. Some argue that there is some agenda setting by power brokers, interest 
groups and journalists. The argument is that the journalist ultimately determines the news 
value. Others argue that the editor or key decision makers within a news group decide what 
the public should be told and how stories should be treated. Even more it is argued that the 
sub-editors (or producers in TV and radio), ie those who process the reporter’s stories “gate-
keep” the type and style of stories that the public receive (Conley, pp 77-82, 2000). While the 
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above are important factors, it is this author’s view that the news is like selling any other 
consumer product and it’s done for profit. The consumer ultimately sets their priorities about 
what they want and if they don’t want it, they won’t buy it. If the consumer doesn’t read, 
listen or watch what is produced, the advertisers won’t support it, (the biggest source of 
revenue for news-selling) and the product is no longer sold. The argument then is that, within 
certain constraints, the public gets the news it wants. Within Australia the Government 
sponsored ABC TV and radio is less revenue driven but is still responsive to ratings.           
 
While it is not the purpose of this thesis to examine closely why there is a strong emphasis in 
our society on knowing the bad news, critics of the news’s emphasis on bad news should 
consider that at a personal level we behave in a similar way. We want to be told quickly and 
urgently if family members and friends are ill, particularly if it is serious, and we deliver bad 
news rapidly in our personal relationships if some misfortune occurs to a work colleague, 
social or business contact or even if we see an accident near where we live. We want to know 
about it and will even approach people we don't know to try to find out. The bigger news 
gathering process is not different. The reasons for this emphasis in our news-gathering 
priority is not the aim of this study, but rather the effect the gathering of these stories has on 
the story tellers themselves.  
 
What is Post Traumatic Stress Disorder? 
 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is; "an extreme reaction to stress and symptoms [which] are 
prolonged and often chronic. Persons have usually been exposed to a powerful, often life 
threatening, experience…Another aspect that is being recognised is that those who witness or 
work constantly with people who are traumatised or are responsible for their care can suffer 
secondary post traumatic stress." (Bailey, 1997, p 7.) 
 
There is a need to distinguish between critical incident stress (CIS) and traumatic stress. CIS is 
usually placed within a work related setting when an incident produces intense symptoms. The 
symptoms will usually respond to debriefing. Recovery will usually occur with or without 
debriefings, yet the debriefing will usually accelerate normal recovery.  
 
“Traumatic stress is an emotional state of discomfort and stress resulting from memories of an 
extraordinary catastrophic experience which shattered the survivor’s sense of invulnerability to 
harm.” (Bailey, pp 7-8). 
  
The very nature of news reporting requires that some journalists (and from here on I shall assume 
that this includes photographers, camera and sound people) will be exposed to people directly 
suffering from trauma such as crime, accidents, wars, natural disasters, sudden unexpected loss 
of family and friends and even people who may have witnessed death or severe injury. While it 
does sometimes occur that journalists are there when it happens, most journalists report after the 
event. Occasionally they actually witness the trauma, eg in war or during a siege, but most often 
they are affected by what is termed critical incident stress (CIS) which is akin to; 
 
"any situation faced by emergency service personnel that causes them to experience unusually 
strong emotional reactions which have the potential to interfere with their ability to function 
either at the scene or later." (Bailey p7). 
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However from a simplistic viewpoint it would seem that classical symptoms of PTSD must 
extend beyond a month or more. It would also appear that the development of symptoms can 
have a sudden onset with few warning signs and that they can be cumulative for workers in 
these fields. It is also appears that some pre-warning and pre-training can lessen the ultimate 
impact of PTSD. 
 
PTSD was defined as early as 1980 by the American Psychiatric Association as an exposure 
to “an event or events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat 
to the physical integrity of self or others” and a personal response that involves “intense fear, 
helplessness or horror.” More recently another term has arisen; Acute Stress Disorder 
(ASD), which is similar to PTSD but which lasts for only a few days, whereas the classical 
conditions of PTSD are that they last beyond a month. (Simpson and Boggs, 1999, p4) . 
 
This author is on the international board of a journalist support organisation titled 
Newscoverage Unlimited which will be discussed in more detail later. However in 
considering who it should support, the board became disillusioned with definitions when 
support was needed for journalists and it was regarded as almost irrelevant whether their state 
could  be pigeon-holed by the psychologists. Newscoverage Unlimited CEO, Robert Frank 
said in an email that he had developed“…a revised Newscoverage Unlimited outline that I 
have tightened to 5 pages for the purposes of fundraising. The basic idea of support is 
unchanged. It deliberately refers to 'news people' to include photographers and editors 
excetera, as well as reporters. You will find that it is much sharpened up: I have deleted most 
references to PTSD and now generally refer instead to 'trauma'. PTSD is just one of a 
number of outcomes. Depression and substance abuse are the two other main ones, however 
I took my inspiration from David Read Johnson's comment at our NU meeting in San 
Antonio, and have moved away from clinical diagnoses. It is perhaps a subtle shift but I am 
trying to emphasize strengthening news people and their reporting. Indeed you had an 
important part in shaping the core concept of self-help and mutual support: it was the 
product of our conversation with Frema in my living room over a glass of Rémy Martin! The 
big difference from my original concept is that the news person doesn't need to qualify for a 
medical diagnosis for the mutual support to work. The notion is that you don't need to wait 
until the tire is flat before you fix it.” (personal email from Robert Frank, 16 May 2001)  
 
To put this in lay terms, in the early 1980s this author was a police/crime reporter and it was 
the paper’s policy not to report suicides as they were considered inappropriate because they 
were regarded as tragic enough already, they could produce copy-cat suicides and were not 
tasteful. After a run of student suicides it was considered within The Canberra Times that it 
would be ethical to report on the general problem of suicides and what services might be 
available to possibly prevent them.  The nursing sister suicide prevention counsellor, sourced 
for the story, described the symptoms of PTSD as being cumulative like a small drip filling a 
glass except that each glass is a different size. Therefore each person’s tolerance to cope with 
trauma will vary which was confirmed by the author who has noted that a number of 
journalists have described their own nemesis as being triggered by a relatively, 
comparatively, smaller type trauma such as a routine traffic accident. 
 
That last drip, while it may be small, could be just the “story” that overflows the journalist’s 
capacity to maintain an equilibrium and brings on the PTSD, or as is often quoted, it could be 
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the “straw that breaks the camel’s back.” In her opinion no one knows how much each 
individual can take, but it is certain that everyone has a finite limit on how many traumatic 
experiences they can tolerate. 
 
While it cannot be covered in this study, because it would become too extensive, it is obvious 
that the family and friends of a journalist can become traumatised when they see or hear the 
effect on their spouse, family member, colleague or friend. They may become worried about 
their loved one being expose to danger when they hear of major traumas where they know or 
suspect the journalist may be working, in much the same way as a police officer’s or 
firefighter’s family. There is no doubt in the author’s view that some relationships have been 
broken because of the journalist’s negative reaction to covering trauma. Some journalists 
have found solace in discussing these traumatic experiences with their spouse or close friends 
and it is obvious that they too could be traumatised. It was this author’s policy not to discuss 
these aspects in the home but recalls with great concern on one occasion seeing his daughter 
aged nine in the crowd outside the house of a  murder scene and quickly sending her home.     
 
Some argue against highlighting trauma problems and counselling. 
 
It would be unwise to suggest that it is agreed by all that trauma or secondary trauma 
experiences create additional problems and even some in the medical/psychiatry areas 
consider it is untested and specific attention maybe even unwarranted. Some journalists are 
also skeptical but, notably, this is rarely the journalists covering traumatic events but those in 
news’ managerial positions. 
 
Interestingly it was a news manager quoted in the Simpson and Boggs study (1999, p19), 
later discussed, who wrote; “I think the reasoning of your study is skewed. I think it would be 
equally, if not more interesting to examine how these people remain clear-eyed and whole 
human beings in trying circumstances.” 
 
International psychiatrist Professor Simon Wessely of Kings College, London, was widely 
reported late in 2000, as stating that counselling, at best, made no difference to trauma 
victims. At worst he said it could cause bigger problems. Compulsory counselling could 
cause wide problems and it was best for people to simply talk to a mate. He implied that the 
growth in PTSD counselling was voyeuristic and commercially driven (see also the Cochrane 
Report, 2000).   
 
He said; “We are living in a culture of therapy. I would like to see some common sense. It’s 
all about not making a drama out of what is already a drama.”  
 
Compulsory counselling, he said, could be an “outrageous intrusion…”, but agreed that; 
“the best you can do is make it available, and if you want to talk, you should talk, if possible, 
to someone you know or who is in your group.” (Johns, G, The Sunday Star Times, 
November, 2000. P5)  
 
Professor Wessely’s latter point is consistent with this research, that initially journalists 
would prefer to talk with journalists. 
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CHAPTER TWO : LITERATURE REVIEW.   
 
Summary 
 
This chapter considers the literature and research on whether journalists suffer at all from 
traumatic stress or should they just be expected to be traumatised because that is the nature of 
their work in much the same way as police/ambulance officers, firefighters and rescue 
workers. The evidence is that they do suffer and in similar ways, but the difference is that 
while those other professions accept that they will be traumatised they also offer some 
management support. Generally this is not provided to journalists. 
 
There is an argument which suggests the whole PTSD and counselling industry is overrated 
and commercially driven, but while this can be debated, it appears that most PTSD programs 
have been effective in other industries and the alternative of not offering any support or 
improved practices for journalists is detrimental to their well being and effectiveness as 
journalists.   
 
While the research on journalists and trauma has been sparse, all the evidence so far points to 
a need for supportive programs to be offered. The practice of ignoring their needs combined 
with the anecdotal evidence that getting drunk is “best practice” is primitive and not 
supported by other industries. As early as 1992 these issues have been raised about 
journalism, but little has changed for journalists except in some isolated cases. 
 
It is true that a journalist like any professional can become too involved with the subjects of 
their stories, as can a doctor or nurse with their patient, but a journalist must show genuine 
empathy and an appreciation of a traumatic event to report it accurately. The research 
undertaken for this study is not suggesting journalists stop doing traumatic stories but that 
they be aware of the health hazards for themselves and that their managements be 
sympathetic and realistic in providing support to them when they do. Journalists should be 
trained to handle their own health and be trained in how to deal with victims of trauma. 
Media managers need to be aware of some of the developed practices and perhaps adapt them 
where relevant.  
 
Every journalist considered in this study has affirmed that there is a “macho culture” within 
the newsroom and that acknowledging negative trauma signs may been seen as a weakness 
by their management. If they did seek support, journalists were almost paranoid that they not 
be threatened with losing their jobs and that their needs would be treated sensitively and  
confidentially.  
 
A model which this thesis pursues is the use of trained colleagues as peer support 
advisers/counsellors backed up by skilled professionals if needed. This is based on the 
success of programs such as that used by the Queensland Ambulance Service which have 
been adopted in some other emergency services.  
 
Journalists in Australia have a code of ethics which in 1997-1998 was reviewed and updated. 
While it is helpful in giving some guidance to journalists and in particular their ethical 
dealings with the public and their management, it does not really address the issue of 
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“minimising harm” to the subjects of their stories, nor does it cover self protection from the 
possible harmful effects which constant close exposure to traumatic stories may have on 
them.    
 
Journalists do suffer. 
 
There is considerable evidence to suggest that people who have undergone trauma or been 
directly in contact with victims of trauma, that they do suffer and that support should be 
provided for them and in many cases this relieves some of the problems. It is also true that 
the counselling therapy industry has been a burgeoning growth-industry of the 1990s.  
 
Dr Frank Ochberg is a US medical and clinical psychiatrist and a pioneer in the study of 
victims of violence. He has worked with and studied victims of war, terrorism, domestic 
violence, rape, incest and natural disasters in many countries. He holds adjunct 
professorships in psychiatry, criminal justice and journalism. He has been instrumental in 
assisting this author by supporting and encouraging this study. He recently supplied a list of 
supporting references identifying PTSD and its need for appropriate, practical responses. 
(Attachment A).             
 
Dr Ochberg said; “In public and private discussions, it became clear that our colleagues in 
the media suffer direct and vicarious traumatic stress. Moreover they come from a legacy 
that is stoic, self denying and loath to admit emotional vulnerability.”. (Ochberg,Frank;  US 
Mediawatch, 1997, p8)    
 
Sherry Ricciardi wrote that journalists covering trauma can create immense psychological 
stress and “sometimes it makes sense to help”. She cites a number of examples and suggests 
ways of dealing with that anguish. (Riccardi, Sherry, 1999; pp35-39).  
 
“Some journalists, worn down by the repugnant scenes, beg off extremely stressful stories. 
After several years of covering corruption…[he] asked his editors…not to tap him for any 
more blood stories. ‘I wasn’t asking for lighter assignments…But never again do I want to go 
to a mother and ask for a photo of a dead child. I have seen enough blood for two lifetimes’.” 
(ibid, p38)   
 
Jocelyn Suiter’s recent study of Australian newspapers journalists said the newsroom culture 
did not provide an environment where journalists felt comfortable showing their emotions or 
seeking professional help. (Suiter, 2001, p82). Many of those she surveyed were concerned 
about the so called stigma of counselling and were reluctant to admit to their editorial 
managers that they may not be coping with traumatic stories (ibid, p93). 
 
Some of the newer journalists did however almost relish the opportunity to do their first 
traumatic story as somehow “earning their stripes”. While this to some extent is true it would 
appear from the journalists interviewed for this study that even seasoned veterans need to be 
properly supported by their media managers when they report on trauma and who need to 
understand the possible effects of PTSD and that even journalists have a finite limit to the 
amount of trauma they may be able to cope with reasonably. 
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Cote and Simpson discuss two major arguments against whether there is a real impact of 
trauma on journalists. The first is that the effects are minimised because the impact is 
momentary, journalists are trained and professional and if they become troubled, it is because 
they were troubled already. The second is that journalists can compartmentalise or 
disassociate their responses to avoid having adverse long term effects. (Cote and Simpson, 
2000, p42-43) 
 
The first argument assumes that their organisation has and will support journalists covering 
trauma. According to their research. “Our own experience backs up what many reporters 
write and say; co-workers and editors do not intervene often enough.” (ibid p44).   
 
The second argument is difficult to maintain because an effective journalist will have to 
exercise genuine empathy to do a story effectively and to feign these normal human 
responses can be even more detrimental. “A sincere, even emotional, response from a 
reporter is likely to help a victim. It is not detachment, but finding a balance between 
empathy and the journalistic task that should challenge the journalist. In some cases, we 
hope, the need for the journalist’s skill, strength, or compassion in a time of crisis will 
completely eclipse news considerations.” (ibid p44).  
 
In an article in 2000 this author said; “It is unreal to assume that journalists covering the Port 
Arthur massacre, the Thredbo landslide, the PNG tsunami and the countless accidents, murders, 
assaults, sudden deaths of people all around the country and beyond can walk away unaffected 
after the story. Other professions have accepted that is not possible and neither should 
journalism... Journalists should be trained to deal with grief issues and given more discernment 
when they should pursue the 'weeping widow' stories. The use of an intermediary can help and 
works in some states. Journalists should be treated as normal people who feel, perhaps more so, 
the pain and hurt of those they report on. They should be given real management support. This is 
best given by colleagues backed by an effective confidential program with outside expert help if 
needed, without any adverse reflection on the journalist seeking it. It's time.”(Castle, Philip, May 
2000, p21)  
 
Dr Ochberg said; “Journalists are candidates for secondary traumatic stress disorder, an 
empathetic response that affects us, therapists included, when our professional detachment is 
overwhelmed by certain life’s events.”  (Simpson and Boggs, 1999, p5).  
 
“Whatever criticism can be made of the journalist’s quest, it is true that every journalist has 
personal, family and friendship relationships and they can be hurt and affected by what they 
experience.  The public perception is that journalists seem to be less than human; that they don’t 
bleed or grieve and experience the things that other people do. To change that perception is 
perhaps the challenge of my study.”  (Castle, Philip, 1999, p144) 
 
Jocelyn Suiter’s study of July 2001, has shown that “many journalists were the silent 
sufferers of post traumatic stress symptoms…”. It showed that many suffered depression and 
intrusive thoughts and a significant number had nightmares or flashbacks and showed 
avoidance behaviour (Suiter, 2001, p94).  
 
It is not the purpose of this thesis to enter the full debate about whether journalists do suffer 
trauma but on balance based on the author’s experiences, his interviews and a review of the 
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literature, it is clear that many journalists do suffer PTSD symptoms and they need to be given 
the options of support and counselling.  
 
Another compelling argument is to insist that a reasonable set of protocols should be 
established for journalists, so that if they are more humanely treated, then it is possible that 
journalists themselves will be more sensitive to those they deal with who constitute the 
stories.    
This aspect is covered much more fully by the work of QUT colleague, Trina McLellan. 
 
News texts both in Australia and the United States support the view that news editors and 
journalists are always going to be interested in reporting on trauma (Granato, 1991, p12; White, 
1996, p16 and Mencher, 1994, p47.) 
 
It has been assumed in the past that "hardened news-gatherers" cope better than most people 
because they get used to it and even may get a certain satisfaction in being on the spot or on 
the inside of a particular story or being there first hand to witness the events such as a major 
crime, disaster, war or having access directly with people who have experienced these 
misfortunes.  
 
This hardening of journalists to trauma to some degree may be true, but no one dealing with 
trauma, and then having to report on it and at the same time show either genuine or 
superficial empathy, can continue without this constant exposure having some impact on 
their own well-being. Strangely, while other professions such as ambulance and police 
officers, other rescue workers and the military, have received support to help them cope both 
during and after such events, the news media industry has been slow to accept that its highly 
trained and valued people may also need some support, before, during and afterwards.  
 
This thesis aims to examine the needs of journalists and try to provide some ways in which 
they may be alerted to the negative impacts of PTSD before they embark on their careers in 
journalism, provide assistance when they are working or later when they reflect on their 
work.   
 
As early as 1992, Australian journalist Nic Place wrote;  
 
"While the police readily undergo compulsory psychological debriefing sessions after covering 
what they term a "critical incident", meaning an unusually distressing scene [an obvious news 
event], media rounds offices continue to be dominated by their traditional "macho" air. 
Reporters appear keener to give the impression that they can see 15 bodies in a morning and still 
munch easily on a hamburger, with the lot, at lunch time than admit to feeling concern with the 
situation in which they have been involved."  (Place, 1992, pp 113-114) 
  
He goes on to state that it was in 1983 in Australia that the first serious examination of the 
impact of dealing with trauma in the workplace began with the Victorian Ambulance Service. 
This occurred  when it discovered through its employee exit debriefing processes that many 
highly-valued and trained staff were leaving because they were traumatised by the continual 
exposure to traumatic  incidents. Ironically it began a program to relieve traumatic stress to 
reduce its staff losses because they were losing good people, not initially because its employees 
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were suffering. The same may well apply to the media.  
 
At the end of a comprehensive analysis in which Place states there is a widespread problem in 
Australia with journalists, some of whom were quite experienced, he states rather obviously; 
 
"Whichever of the above options newspapers elect to take up, it is time something was done. 
Our society appears to be becoming more violent and the papers appear to be as intent as 
ever to highlight crime stories...[this] is an inevitable part of the endless battle for greater 
circulation figures, but the reporters should not have to pay with their sensitivity, feelings 
and emotions. Help should be at hand and the papers should admit their responsibility." 
(ibid, p 157). 
 
At a Queensland Ambulance Counsellors conference in Brisbane on June 12, 1999, where the 
author and colleague Trina McLellan both gave presentations from the media perspective, it was 
stated by some of the delegates afterwards that it appeared the media industry was "about ten 
years behind where the ambulance service and other agencies are." A relatively thorough search 
of media managements has revealed some small efforts are being made to provide CISD (Critical 
Incident Stress Debriefing) support in Australia, but to date it is not widespread and not used by 
many journalists.  
 
This author raised the issue of CISD support (not that it was defined as such then) in 1986 when 
he was asked to write an article for the Australian Journalists’Association magazine on the stress 
of regularly working as a police-crime roundsman. (Attachment B.) In that he stated his concern 
that there was nothing available for any journalist concerned about traumatic stress and that the 
common management response was to suggest to a journalist who may have appeared to be upset 
that they "go, have a drink and make sure you are back for your shift tomorrow."  
 
At the time the author wrote; "Today is another day and I'm off and I'm at it. I do it because I like 
doing it. But what is there for me if suddenly I find myself emotionally spent and caught? The 
paper has few answers and I know there are many journalists and other emergency workers who 
have bombed right out." 
 
It was also rather sobering when the article was published and read by the author’s management 
that one of the senior editorial staff said he thought it made some very valid points; “but 
wondered [presumably because it was in the union newspaper] whether it was the precursor for 
compensation?” Nothing was done. The author has since published three other articles on this 
topic two of which are attached. (Attachments C and D). 
 
Little has changed. 
 
The situation has hardly changed since 1986. It appears that the media industry processing news 
in Australia may largely be unaware of the extent of the problem, and if it is aware, it is unsure of 
what to do about it effectively. No doubt there is concern that if PTSD is raised, employees, who 
in their opinion were doing their work without feeling long term PTSD, may become affected 
and in some cases may sue just because it is a viable option and could be encouraged by an 
overly litigious legal fraternity. 
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To illustrate that little has changed between then and now, Steve Pennells wrote in January 2001 
(Scoop pp4-5) about an aircraft crash scene; “…The rest of us stood in the middle of nowhere 
and tried to make conversation. Four policemen. Two journalists. Eight corpses. For some 
reason, amid the charred grass, the twisted metal and the blue tarpaulins that covered the bodies 
beneath them, I began a morbid body count spanning the last eight years. I had stood over the 
18-month-old rotting remains of a murder victim and spent the six years since trying to forget the 
smell. I had watched the police fish bloated bodies from the ocean…a secret tour of Frank 
Arkell’s blood splattered unit…the former MP’s gruesome murder and disembowelment…a 
police officer had provided a blow-by-blow commentary…accident scenes, murder scenes, 
inquest after inquest...” 
 
He goes on to say that by 25 he had been “blooded”, by 30 he had “clinical detachment”, using 
tasteless humour as a defence but now tried to find some solace in solo alcoholic therapy 
sessions.  Tears were a partial release.  He began talking to colleagues about it and “…it was 
agreed that dealing with bodies and crime scenes required little more than a strong stomach. But 
it was dealing with the families of victims that was the tough one. With families feeling the need 
to talk and journalists wanting to listen, an unlikely and uncomfortable form of witnessing often 
took place. Some reporters said they were always uneasy approaching families and were guilt 
ridden if they ended up being affected emotionally…” 
 
He said that the emergency services people deal with trauma and grief regularly but unlike 
journalists, “…they are almost always welcomed at the scene of a tragedy and are trained and 
counselled on grief.” 
 
He said reporters waged a mind war about their intrusions and the animosity at the scene and if 
there was any sympathy at the end of their shift, it was in a consolatory beer with a colleague. He 
quotes a number of journalists who had to leave their profession because they couldn’t cope 
anymore. One said, “I made the deadline, went into the bathroom, threw up everything I had 
eaten for a month and went home…” 
 
Some argued that putting a human face on tragedy justified the downside. Some felt bad about 
sensational reporting and felt guilty about possible copy cat crimes and regretted it later. One 
reports talking to a police officer who was shocked when told there was no debriefing or 
counselling for journalists covering tragedies. (Pennells, 2001. p5).      
 
A reporter who has left the industry because of the stress said that his gloom spread to depression 
with the stories he had to cover which affected his sleep and his homelife. 
 
“If you protect yourself too much by screening out the unpleasantness, you cheat the reader by 
failing to convey the horror, which, after all, is your job. On the other hand, if you allow yourself 
to absorb the reality of what you see and hear, you run the risk of destroying yourself 
emotionally.” (Simpson and Boggs, 1999 p 47). 
 
But there have been some helpful developments in the other industries but more importantly in 
the media industry overseas particularly in the US where the work of Dr Frank Ochberg and 
others have begun a program of education with the Michigan State University, Washington State 
University in Seattle and some media employer groups. Dr Ochberg also conducted a one day 
workshop with Queensland University of Technology students in Brisbane on March 22, 2000. 
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This will be evaluated later. 
 
In a ground-breaking report, Dr Roger Simpson and J. Boggs surveyed 130 newspaper reporters, 
editors, and photographers in several newspapers in Michigan and Washington in 1996. 
(Simpson and Boggs, 1999 p.1). They found the journalists showed a level of symptoms similar 
to public safety workers engaged in traumatic events. The longer people worked as journalists 
the more likely they were to report traumatic symptoms such as unwanted recollections and 
avoidance mechanisms. Many spoke about their empathy for victims and were mostly troubled 
by trauma involving children. Reporters showed anger, sadness, crying and co-workers noted 
their depression. Some suffered excessive smoking and alcohol abuse. “Talking about hard 
stories was the remedy they mentioned most often.”(Cote and Simpson, 2000 p49). This aspect 
of using colleagues to support colleagues will be discussed in the proposed model (Chapter Six).    
 
Cote and Simpson said that journalists become trauma victims simply by doing their work.  Not 
all were affected but little systematic study has been done. “The news industry has paid little 
attention to the problem.” (ibib p47). In their survey they considered a number of traumatic 
events that were reported by the media such as the Oklahoma bombing of 1995, the Lockerbie jet 
explosion over Scotland on 21 December 1988, among others. “All were said to have shown 
some symptoms of psychological stress.”  (Simpson and Boggs, 1999, p.2).  They referred to an 
earlier 1992 study of journalists who had suicided but the possible link to their reporting of 
trauma was not pursued.  Until Cote and Simpson’s study there has been little research 
undertaken on this topic except one study of reporters who had witnessed an execution (ibid p5).  
 
Their study showed that there was an expectation from journalists that their editorial work would 
expose them to violent events. They found that the length of news experience related directly to 
trauma symptoms. The groups reporting on trauma had similar levels of symptoms to those in an 
Australian firefighter’s study undertaken four months after they had been exposed to devastating 
bush fires (ibid p12).  Journalists still remembered with clarity the images of their first trauma 
reporting event which were still vivid, even to details of the weather, with journalists most often 
mentioning deaths of children and teenagers as the most difficult. Most found vehicle accidents 
the most traumatic. The paradox was that often it was the youngest and least prepared reporters 
who were despatched to cover the fatal vehicle accidents. This was presumably because the more 
senior reporters chose not to do them and it is seen in the industry as a way of proving that a new 
cub-reporter “has what it takes”. Only 30 per cent said their employer helped them or others 
handle stress and there was little attempt to recognise what had been covered, but rather what the 
new news would be.  
 
One said; “There is little recognition of stress in a business that focuses not on what you’ve 
done, but what you are doing for tomorrow. My employer makes counselling available as a 
benefit, but nobody has ever suggested that it be used.” (ibid  p17).  
 
The study found that none of the newspapers it surveyed had convinced its employees that there 
should or was a serious approach to supporting those covering trauma. Many journalists were 
aware that they were carrying psychological residue from their previous exposures. Simpson and 
Boggs said they strongly suspected that this drain affected their accurate, creative work (ibid 
p18). 
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In a personal interview with a journalist with extensive police/crime reporting experience, now 
the media manager with the New South Wales Police in Sydney, Tracey Arthur, said; “If I 
wanted to, and I don’t want to, I could recall in detail every body I have ever seen. But I know 
what that would do to me…”  (Arthur, 2001). This could well be true of many journalists with 
similar    backgrounds, including the author.  
 
Some immediate problems. 
 
To gain some perspective it must be understood that reporting of trauma is essential to the 
production of news as a commodity, of which trauma forms a major part.  
 
In late 1997, the Australian Senate appointed a special committee to evaluate privacy 
implications and self regulation in the Australian media and the adequacy of the complaints 
mechanisms. It began hearings in 1998.  
 
Its Hansard is a rich source of material relating to the Australian media and refers to the 
Clemenger report which is published each decade since 1977 and was last published in August 
1997. (Commonwealth of Australia Senate Official Committee Hansard, 1998, Self-regulation in 
the information and communications industries).  
 
 "It found that the conduct of the news media has for the first time emerged as an area of 
considerable concern, accounting for six of the top 40 problems of the most concern to ordinary 
Australians". Senator Ferris on February 5, 1998. (p 42) 
 
Some blame the media for "beating up" a feeding frenzy when a trauma occurs and as author 
Anne-Marie Mykta, who lost a daughter in the infamous South Australian "Truro murders", said 
when she was  interviewed ; 
 
"Narrator : One sector of the community which actively seeks out such misfortune...is the media?  
Anne-Marie Mykyta: Often, I think a lot of dreadful things are done in the name of the public's 
right to know."  
 
She then went on to describe how the media had reported that one boy had suffered "anal 
injuries" before he died. She was asked by her young son aged under 10, what that meant, after 
he heard it on the news. ("Victims of Crime" video, South Australian Film Commission. 1991) 
 
Some journalists appear not to be overly affected, even by major traumas and it should not be 
expected that every incident or every person needs CISD, but it should be available if needed for 
journalists with the argument being that if the media is expected to cover such matters as part of 
their employment then they should be afforded the same backing as other workers.  
 
An experienced reporter formerly with The Courier Mail, Matt Horan, in an interview with QUT 
student, Karlee Hooper in 1998, (quoted with permission) said about his coverage of the Port 
Arthur massacre on Sunday April 28, 1996,  in which 33 were killed at the site, two nearby and 
more than 50 wounded ; 
 
"The whole massacre was just a murder case - it just happened that there were 35 bodies instead 
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of one...I've covered plenty of [murders]...You are in there as a professional, the same as the 
police are there as professionals, and if you start letting it interfere with your job then...you're in 
the wrong job." 
 
He did however feel confident that if he had wanted counselling then that would have been 
provided, but said the journalists preferred the pub culture; "Quite a lot of us got roaring 
drunk...that's the traditional way...it still seems to work." 
 
But does it? Some would argue that a degree of alcoholic amnesia may only have short term 
positive results but in the long term it may be harmful both physically and mentally. 
 
Perhaps there is a more pragmatic and local answer which has been developed by the 
Queensland Ambulance Service, as described at the Brisbane June 12, 1999 conference, with an 
emphasis on pre-education both of its officers and for its peer support program. The QAS has 
developed a Critical Incident Stress Management program which combines thorough training 
and development of a first line peer support program, called ‘Priority One’, using trained 
colleagues backed by outside counsellors. This type of approach to providing PTSD prevention 
and support has become common in such services world wide. 
 
It began in early 1992 and its first Peer Support trainees were selected in February 1993. For a 
total ambulance officer staff of about 2000, currently about 90 are trained and available. The peer 
support officers are self-selecting, undergo a six day initial program with monthly refresher 
training. They are trained with the professional counsellors who are available as a second line of 
support. It is a voluntary program and confidential.  
 
The coordinator of the Priority One program is Paul Scully who said at the August, 2001 
conference and in interviews with the author that overall the introduction of it has resulted in a 
significant management change of attitude and has promoted the idea of self care. The recent 
figures show that more than 50 per cent of staff who seek out their peers require no further 
counselling. Of those who use the professional counsellor, the average number of visits is about 
three, which, Paul Scully, said showed that the open-ended offer for the use of counsellors by 
management is not abused. He was certain it has resulted in generally less stress, less time lost 
and certainly less likelihood of well qualified and well trained staff leaving the service. 
  
Paul Scully said; “The officers seem to trust the system but it is still up to the individual to seek 
out support when they need it, but it is so much easier when you can quietly go and speak with a 
work colleague.  We market the idea that it is self care and we become proactive when there is a 
catasphrophic event. 
 
The program is available and accessible. There is the confidence about it that is shown by its 
use. The management recognise that it is cheaper than losing staff and that an ounce of 
prevention is better than a pound of cure.  
 
It must be understood though that the program is offered as a total package and is not done in 
isolation. It is part of the larger education program covering all ambulance personnel from 
recruit training right through to upper management. It has meant a complete cultural change. ” 
 
The downsides were that they had to ensure the peer support staff were not “burnt out”, that 
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management didn’t abdicate their continued responsibility to staff just because it was working 
and that in any staff group there would always be some people who had vulnerable personalities. 
In the nine years since it was introduced there had only been two breaches of confidentiality. 
While trauma counselling was a high usage reason the greatest number of requests concerned 
relationships/marriage issues (Scully, August, 2001).   
 
This program includes guidance in avoiding long term PTSD and awareness programs to lessen 
the inevitable effects and to recognise symptoms in colleagues without causing undue alarm. 
These are fully management supported and have evolved over the past 25 years. Perhaps it 
would  be wise for news media management to take note and develop similar employee 
assistance programs rather than try to re-invent the wheel.  
 
The real problem is that while other similar professions have had to deal with their 
professionals experiencing PTSD and have adopted some worthwhile protocols, the media 
industry has been slow to take any action and when it does, appears to be tokenistic in 
undertaking any real support for its staff.  
 
The Senate inquiry observed during a discussion about the Port Arthur massacre with the 
Manager Public Affairs with the Tasmania Police, Mr Geoff Easton; 
 
"Chair : We actually did hear from previous witnesses that some journalists themselves required 
counselling after covering that story, and in fact, the story at Thredbo?... 
 
Mr Easton : We have a very highly regarded critical incident stress debriefing regime. That was 
immediately brought into place even as shifts came off from Port Arthur from the very first 
Sunday night. Everybody [presumably only police officers]without exception had to go through 
CISD. Our regime has been well recognised as world best practice."  (Senate Hansard, February 
1998). 
 
However he did not say whether any journalists availed themselves of the CISD. 
 
The Australian Journalists’ Association Code of Ethics. 
 
Journalists in Australia do have a Code of Ethics to help them deal with the public and to 
some extent protect them from becoming unethically entangled with the public in the process 
of gathering their stories. This could be seen as one safeguard for journalists to reduce the 
possibility of them suffering PTSD.   
 
In the most recent late 1990s review of the Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance AJA code of 
conduct the Report of the Ethics Review Committee the authors said; "The public service role of 
journalism is in danger of being eclipsed by the commercial pressures of media businesses, 
together with the contemporary emphasis on privatisation. One of the ways people can retain a 
sense of being citizens, not just consumers, is if their journalists treat them as such…"  (MEAA 
Ethics, 1997, p 7-8)  
 
The authors of the MEAA book, Ethics, remind journalists that the press has both a moral and 
material existence. They accept the view that the media is " 'not just another business ' and the  
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 18 
   
 
counterclaim that it is." MEAA  Ethics, p19). 
 
There was then the opportunity during this full scale effort to update the Journalists Code of 
Ethics and before its release in late 1998 as described in the Autumn Edition of The Alliance 
1998, to examine and perhaps include something similar to the US Professional Journalism 
Organisations Code of Ethics (Society of Professional Journalists) which has as its clause 2; 
"Minimize Harm. Ethical journalists treat sources, subjects and colleagues as human beings 
deserving of respect."  
Or even to take it further and adopt the medical notion of “do no further harm”.  
 
It was apparently part of their deliberations with the debate on two sections of the code, the first 
clause 13 of the 1997 draft which read ; "Accept the right to privacy of every person. Public 
figures' privacy may be reduced by their public role. Relatives and friends of those in the public 
eye retain their own right to privacy." and section 14 which read ; "At times of grief or trauma, 
always act with sensitivity and discretion. Never harass. Never exploit a person's vulnerability or 
ignorance of media practice. Interview only with informed consent."  (ibid, p46 onwards)   
 
Neither was adopted and this section of the code returned almost to the same wording as the 
1984 clause 9 which is now under section 11, and reads; "Respect private grief and personal 
privacy. Journalists have the right to resist compulsion to intrude." 
 
It was perhaps remiss of the MEAA when it reviewed the AJA code of ethics that it did not 
pursue this positive development further and apparently did not consider it worth including 
something along the lines of  “cause no further harm” or even  “minimise harm”.   
 
The debate is important in Australia just as it was in the US with some editors there claiming; 
"privacy as the foremost ethical issue for journalism in the future." (Goodwin, 1990, second ed, 
p 262). He said that there were many unwritten rules about reporting traumatic events such as not 
publishing a rape victim's name, details of deaths of young children etc and more poignantly in 
view of the most recent US school shootings; encouraging copycat events.   
 
There was much argument on this issue in Australia after the Hoddle Street, Melbourne, 
massacre in August 1987 when it was quickly followed by a similar shooting in Queen Street, 
Melbourne and Ashfield, Sydney. But these events cannot be ignored by the media and part of 
the answer has to be how they are reported and how the victims are treated in the process. If the 
events described in Goodwin's book (“Groping for Ethics in Journalism”, 1990, pages 258 and 
following) are examples of some of the massive intrusions and unethical processes in the US, it 
could be a lot worse if these practices were followed in Australia.  
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CHAPTER THREE :  BACKGROUND 
 
Some ground rules. 
 
An executive director with the Detroit News, Robert Giles, suggests some ground rules for 
reporters at traumatic events which include; "Say you are sorry and mean it. Show a sense of 
feeling without abandoning the story. Do not ask dumb questions. Do not break and enter in 
search of pictures or a comment. Establish a trust with family and friends. Make sure they 
understand that what has happened, is news. Try not to be part of the story. Be prepared to 
listen. Survivors need to ventilate many kinds of feelings of anger, sorrow and disbelief. Some do 
this by talking. Avoid the temptation to run with the pack." (Goodwin, 1990, p261).   
 
Goodwin also makes the important point that most people directly involved in traumatic events, 
apart from the professionals, are not used to the news process and sometimes are lulled into an 
almost false sense of security without realising that what they are participating in will become 
prominent news. Some US victims, after the event, have reported that they did not realise the 
material was to be public and expressed concern about the brevity of TV news but were more 
satisfied with the longer print interviews (Goodwin, 1990, p260).  
 
Leading PTSD world researcher and US medical practitioner/psychiatrist, Professor Frank 
Ochberg, also offers a number of suggestions including the advice that a journalist should never 
say; “I know how you feel.” There is one anecdotal report told to the author that an inexperienced 
journalist once said to a couple whose child had just died, that he understood as last year he had 
lost his dog.      
 
Professor Ochberg has provided a number of articles and conducted workshops suggesting more 
effective ways for journalists to interview victims.  Also both William Cote and Bonnie 
Bucqueroux 
have produced some important papers on this topic, including joint papers, one titled ‘Covering 
Crime Without re-Victimizing the Victim’ and the other ‘Tips on Interviewing Victims.’  (Cote, 
William and Bonnie Bucqueroux, (1996)).    
 
Professor Ochberg says; “An understanding of PTSD is vital to journalists in their coverage of 
the way victims experience emotional wounds, particularly wounds that are deliberately and 
cruelly inflicted.” (Ochberg, Frank, (1996) Nieman Reports, p23). 
 
He goes on to suggest a number of approaches and questions and says that for journalists it was 
important to be aware of timing and a key question could be “have you had a chance to discuss 
this with anyone else?” (ibid p.23).  He suggests the journalists should consider where the person 
may prefer to be interviewed and accept their choice. While he doesn’t go so far as to suggest a  
police type ‘Miranda warning’ [the now common modern police practice of warning people to be 
interviewed that they have the right to remain silent…etc] , he does consider it fair, ethical and 
wise to try to explain to the victim how the story may appear or be used. He cautions journalists 
to remember that “…you are not PTSD therapists or after-incident crisis debriefers. You are 
interviewing a witness who will become the subject of a story…” and adds “…So the issue is not 
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 20 
   
 
really should you, the journalist, attempt to control your subject’s emotions, but rather, how can 
you best facilitate a factual report, a full report, and give your interviewee a sense of respect 
throughout.” (ibid pp23-26). 
 
While Professor Ochberg has not specifically referred to it, the taking of photos and camera 
scenes and angles can be very unsettling for the victims and it is this author’s experience that this 
should be done in teamwork with colleagues and with great sensitivity.  
 
“I cannot recall the number of times a calm, coherent victim or witness who has been quite 
happy to talk with me, to suddenly be confronted with a flash or a bright shining TV camera light 
in their face and have them just burst into tears, or tried to hide their face and then refused to 
continue the interview. This doesn’t take into account the effect it sometimes has on the police, 
rescue workers, other victims and  witnesses, even the perpetrator, family and friends. It can be 
very unsettling particularly if it is a competing media outlet who don’t care about your interview 
or sometimes don’t even care about the traumatised person.” (Castle, Philip, (1996))   
 
If practical it should be possible in most instances to ask permission for a photo or at least alert 
the person to the camera because sometimes distressed or injured people just don’t want their 
image taken.  
 
It is also apparent that news photographers may well suffer more because they focus literally 
on the bodies, the bloodied and maimed and often receive more abuse at the scene than other 
news people. This is particularly true for TV camera crews. They also often receive 
unjustified criticism from their news editors for not trying hard enough to get the “mood’ 
type photograph showing the pathos of the scene, whereas it is easier in words to sometimes  
describe this. They are also required to photograph all the available trauma scenes without 
censoring it and continue to photograph and film material that may never be presented to the 
general public. On occasions sometimes the police will ask the camera operator to film the 
whole scene for coronial purposes.     
 
Also this author has observed that sometimes people and the police will berate photographers 
for taking photos at a scene, but some days later will ask for copies, expecting them to be 
provided cooperatively and usually for free. 
 
The purpose in raising the journalist’s treatment of victims is not the primary aim of this thesis, 
and while much of the literature overlaps, it is relevant in this thesis where the behavior, or lack 
of it, can become a cause of a journalist’s own trauma symptoms. A number of journalists in this 
study have referred to their feelings of guilt later and expressed some regrets about ways they 
have approached people, the questions they have asked and to some extent how they have used 
the victims to enhance the stories. Some of these recalls have added to their later symptoms of 
distress. It is suggested that better training, better practices and a greater appreciation of a 
victim’s state may help.                    
 
The journalist can at times play a very positive role too which is part of the satisfaction of doing 
a  story well. The author wrote in 1999; 
 
“It is also accepted that some victims or their friends and family have found that it is the news 
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media, more than any other, who listen to their entire story. They may feel cheated later when 
the story appears in an abridged form, or worse still with incorrect details such as age, names, 
sequences etc. But there are also some positive reports of the experiences of people interviewed 
and reported on by the media. Sometimes it is the journalist who maintains contact or produces 
stories long after others have moved on.”  (Castle, Philip 1999. Media issues, p3).    
 
George Negus of the ABC's Foreign Correspondent program told the Senate hearing referred to 
earlier (Senate Hansard, February 1998); 
 
"There was one incident which is almost the obverse of what we are talking about where I was 
asked by a family with a dying child to actually do a program about the dying child as the child 
was dying. This raised all sorts of ethical questions in my mind and in the program's mind, but 
these people passionately wanted the world to see what they were going through because they 
thought it might help people in similar situations, and I tussled with that. It was almost the 
obverse of the grief intrusion : I was being asked to intrude. It was probably the toughest 
assignment of my life...[but] it had the desired effect from the family's point of view.". 
 
The Hunter Institute of Mental Health based in Newcastle, NSW, in 2000 produced a useful 
resource kit; ‘Achieving the Balance;  A Resource Kit for Australian Media Professionals for the 
Reporting and Portrayal of Suicide and Mental Illness’ for the media on how to report and deal 
with stories concerning suicide, attempted suicide and mental illness. It includes a handy, ready-
reference for process checks and language to use and avoid. The Institute has set an interesting 
model for developing a protocol and ground rules to guide journalists dealings with victims. 
 
The victims may not be as difficult as the onlookers. 
 
The surrounding people at a trauma can often be more aggressive towards the media than 
those directly affected and this can cause further distress for the journalist. Based on the 
interviews conducted for this thesis, it also appears to be a common experience among 
journalists covering trauma that those more on the periphery become more aggressive and 
hostile than the direct victims towards the journalist who, in many cases, is attempting to 
gather information ethically for a legitimate news story.  
 
Again an experience by the author illustrates the point when he was attempting to get some 
accurate information from a woman whose high-profile husband had gone missing in a 
blizzard at Charlottes Pass in the NSW Snowy Mountains. She was approached ethically, the 
author identified himself clearly and was genuinely sympathetic and asked her for an 
interview. She agreed. She was told she could stop the interview at any time. She was very 
cooperative in answering questions but those around her constantly berated the author with 
increasing insulting remarks to the point that she told them to be quiet. The reaction of those 
nearby was certainly not unusual but added to author’s own stress. The article achieved an 
exclusive page one coverage but sadly her husband’s body was not found until 18 months 
later.       
 
The bad news may unavoidably hurt some people, for example this author reported on a 
family murder where there had been repeated arguments days before between the victim and 
the ultimate murderer, an estranged partner. On the night of the murder the next door 
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neighbours heard screams and shouts but did nothing. A relative came to the house 12 hours 
later and found all dead, except a badly wounded teenager, and called the emergency number. 
When the author interviewed the neighbours they said they had not done anything because 
they feared becoming involved. This was reported in the story. Naturally they were angry and 
contacted the author and said this report had made them look bad. The author replied that 
they had been accurately quoted on what they said and the story was simply reporting the 
facts. Ethically the author had felt that he had behaved professionally and even in retrospect 
considers he would have included their quote, because it was an important element to the 
story and did raise a significant social issue, ie of choosing whether to act or not. A few days 
later a relative of the victim’s family, a serving soldier, contacted the paper late one night 
from the now-empty victim’s house where the family had died and threatened to bomb both 
the newspaper office, the reporter’s and photographer’s homes. The relative’s anger towards 
the paper and journalists appeared to be because his relatives were named in the published 
story which had included a graphic photograph of the sole survivor, a wounded teenager 
being stretchered out. This unbalanced relative was subsequently arrested by the police and 
held in custody.  The photographer and author were given some limited protection but the 
whole episode became additionally traumatic because the author had a young family at the 
time, his name and address were in the telephone directory and the murder had been in his 
home suburb only a few streets away. Other than very initial support, the newspaper 
management considered this to be just another risk that went with the job. Some months later 
the neighbour encountered the author in a shopping centre and the husband was still angry 
about the story and said that they had to leave and sell their home at a loss and had felt the 
brunt of some criticism for not reporting the fight to the police at the time.          
  
Media behaving badly? 
 
However the debate about news reporters intruding into people’s personal lives continues, with 
the ‘Senator Colston Affair' receiving a curt reply from Senator Mal Colston after he pleaded 'not 
guilty' to 28 fraud charges in the ACT Supreme Court on 18 May 1998. Asked if he had any 
comment to make to the media, he said, as he entered his car, shepherded by his two burly sons; 
"My views wouldn't be printable."  
 
He was subsequently not prosecuted because it was claimed he was terminally ill and may not 
live to face the charges. He is still alive and travelling some five years later. This won't stop the 
media pursuing the story nor continuing to intrude on his privacy and most would argue that it 
has that right. But why are the media doing it? Perhaps because it is a matter of public interest 
and seen as a good story, which none of the major media can ignore.   
 
The coverage of former journalist and failed tycoon, Christopher Skase, has seen Australians 
treated to extensive coverage (where possible) over the past few years about his alleged serious 
diseases preventing him from returning to Australia to face possible charges. Many would argue 
that the media has a right to intrude in an attempt to find out whether his illness (or physical 
suffering) is genuine. Now that his death on 5 August 2001 has been confirmed his story will 
continue to be covered for some time and his family will continue to be targeted by journalists.  
 
But perhaps more pertinent is the recent coverage of traumatic events such as the Childers 
Backpacker fire, the Swiss canyoning disaster and the bus crash in Paris involving Australians. 
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In the latter case it surfaced only briefly on the ABC that some of the Australian victims had 
refused permission to the Australian media for interviews and photographs because some media 
had allegedly behaved badly. There was some criticism of a few journalists for allegedly 
attempting to pass themselves off as victim’s family members at the snow resort town of 
Thredbo, NSW, on 30 July 1997, where a landslide caused two buildings to collapse trapping 
and killing 19 with only one survivor. There was some criticism of the media at the Port Arthur 
massacre in April 1996, although the criticism at the latter was not as great.  
 
Stuart Driver was the only survivor of the Thredbo disaster. He lost his wife during his own 
entrapment under the wreckage. He spoke at a Salvation Army promotion breakfast in Brisbane 
at the Brisbane Convention Centre on 21 April, 1999. He said he was advised very early after his 
rescue to engage Harry M. Miller to manage his own PR and then took a fulltime position with 
Channel 7. Did the media exploit his tragedy? He showed no sign of being exploited during his 
interviews or his comments about the media at that breakfast. 
 
In Queensland it has almost passed into folklore the alleged behaviour of a few journalists at the 
central Queensland mining town of Moura following a mine disaster in August 1984 when one 
grieving widow was allegedly approached at home for a story at 1.30am leading the locals and 
police officers to almost force the media to leave town.   
 
Perhaps the best documented and worst example was the so-called “Cangai siege” in northern 
NSW in late March, 1993 when two children held hostage by some murderers were interviewed 
by journalists, some for live radio and by Mike Willesee for the A Current Affair. These 
interviews blocked the telephone lines but also one interview extracted details from one of the 
children about the murders he had witnessed.  The children were subsequently released. But 
there were no rational excuses for such poor and life threatening behaviour (Hurst and White, 
1994, p86).  
 
Some of the criticism of the media may be more of the size and almost overwhelming nature of 
the response, the critical mass, rather than how the journalists behave.  
 
A backpacker hostel fire in June 2000 at the rural township of Childers, Queensland, claimed 15 
lives including some overseas visitors. This attracted extraordinary media attention both 
nationally and internationally but the main criticism was not of their coverage but of the size of 
the media contingent for such a small town.    
 
In May 1999 the small rural community of Snowtown, South Australia, with a  population of 
about 500, was shocked when police discovered eight bodies in acid vats locked in a closed bank 
vault. According to local descriptions on this discovery there was “media mayhem.” It wasn’t 
helped by its remote location and  the lack of mobile telephone access (there was only one public 
phone in the town which soon became jammed with coins), and one reporter, Matthew Abraham 
of The Australian, described it as follows; 
 
“I always had this romantic vision that you would go into this quiet little town, and you would be 
the first person there, riding in on your horse. Well, as we came into the main street the first 
thing I could see was two or three satellite dishes on trailers, and two choppers overhead…and 
all you could hear was the hum of generators, and there were cables strewn across the road, and 
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any local that moved was being interviewed.”   (Margaret Simons; Journalism :  Life After 
Deaths;  The Eye[Eye Opener] 7-20 October 1999, pp19-22).  
 
Worse still the local pub was overburdened and its five rooms swamped. Some days later the 
media were shown through the vault and warned about the smell. Some were nauseated by the 
smell and dry-retched.  More bodies were found back in Adelaide and the swarm left almost as 
quickly as it arrived. The locals have tried to settle back into their routine with some now saying 
that there are regular tour bus groups coming through, stopping outside the bank and taking 
photographs and some coming to ask questions about the murders.  
 
One local in a classic understatement said; “The media caused a bit of a hazard in the main 
street for a couple of days. They were a bit like a pesky fly. And that was it as far as we were 
concerned.” (Ibib p22).  
 
Again in Brisbane, Queensland, in late 2000, there was criticism of the extensive reporting of a 
woman who allegedly killed her three children in an attempted murder/suicide with graphic 
photos and continued stories including close coverage of the funeral and of the grieving mother.  
 
It is valid to ask whether the media should be carrying the stories at all? There has been an 
almost unwritten practice not to report on suicides, unless involving a significant public figure, 
but the demand to report on traumas is extreme. Bad news is seen as good news for the media 
and proximity is a key element.  
 
"This is going to sound terrible. We were sitting here one morning and the chief of staff asked me 
'Well what are you going to bring out of the crime scene today?' I said, 'You know, I haven't had 
a double murder yet, I wouldn't mind one of those.'  I went out for lunch, came back, did my 
rounds, rang Beenleigh, and they said  'Look, we've had a double murder up here.' And I thought 
"Oh, my God!' To me that's a good news story because that's the way I've been trained. What a 
murder. Two women had their throats cut, and a little five year old girl witnessed the whole lot. I 
mean, it's a shocking thing... You can feel for their families and everything else, but when it 
comes to work, it is a good news story." (Grabosky and Wilson, 1989 p 13).  
 
But is this drive to get the best traumatic story driven commercially to the point that it will 
override, regardless, any ethical code agreed to by journalists and photographers? Will the 
competition simply push the boundaries to meet whatever the market wants?  
 
The world saw with the death of Princess Diana on 30 August 1997 in Paris that it was 
impossible for any media organisation to ignore a tragedy of such international proportions. 
Every major daily ran special supplements and there were special TV and radio programs 
throughout the ensuing days. The coverage of the funeral spread across all networks. Tragedy 
and trauma is news.    
 
It seems that the climate may be changing for the better. At the Senate hearings (Op cit pages 
IT353) was the following exchange: 
 
"Senator Calvert : "...In the Port Arthur exercise, the print media did not seem to be concerned 
about breaking into a house, pinching photos and putting them across the wirewaves or through 
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the print media. What would happen if something like that happened with the electronic media, 
with television? 
 
Mr Meakin : It happened to us last year when two of the staff intruded in a house in Queensland. 
One was suspended without pay for a month, the other was fired. There was no code complaint, 
it just happened on the day. The story was never used."  
 
Mr Peter Meakin, was the Sydney based Director of News and Current Affairs at the Nine 
Network. (See also the report about this in The Courier Mail, Saturday 24 May, 1997, on page 
3.)    
 
On ABC Radio National (August 7, 1997), Network News Director for Channel 10, Mike 
Tancred, was asked why TV networks gave such extensive coverage to the Thredbo disaster 
when, for most of the time, there was little new to report? 
 
He said; "Because of the enormous interest in this tragedy, there were live telecasts that went on, 
particularly on the Saturday afternoon. Now I can't speak on behalf of the other commercial 
stations, Channel 10 decided not to take a long slab on Saturday afternoon....but we did not 
cross to Thredbo and spend four or five hours on it...the others did.."   
 
Later in the same interview he said; "My people have gone to Thredbo with very clear 
instructions, and that was to keep a safe distance at all times. In questioning, be hard but fair..." 
and again later in the interview, defending criticism of the media, he said, "...I took five or six 
people out, yesterday. Now there were floods of tears from people, from Network 10 who left 
there yesterday. I reject this image, I call it a myth that you know, we media people are these 
great ogres. My people laugh and cry and hurt just like anybody else, and I'm now in the process 
of organising counselling for my people now that they are back here. " 
 
Few could argue with these sound and sensitive sentiments. However it is understood that 
because Channel 10 did not have a live cross, viewers tuned to those stations that maintained a 
live cross.  Therefore it could be argued that Channel 10 made a bad commercial decision 
because it lost some of its viewers. 
 
There was continued debate about the Thredbo media coverage with some conceding it had to be 
provided so that up-to-date information was provided for friends and families. The Acting 
Disaster Response Co-ordinator for the Uniting Church in Canberra, Reverend Geraldine 
Leonnard, said on the same Radio National program that there were two levels of tragedy; the 
first for those directly affected and second, those watching on TV; "The question that I would ask 
then, was, is this their tragedy? Is this their involvement?"  The answer is that the story was too 
big to ignore and it had to be covered. And in the reporting, some people's personal grief was 
breached. 
 
It is not the purpose of this thesis to examine the appropriate ethics of journalists behaving 
“badly” but it is relevant that sometimes journalists’ behaviour may almost become a “self-
inflicted wound” which can exacerbate their PTSD symptoms and good ethical practice may well 
reduce that.  
 
Can journalists make a conscientious objection?  
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The discussion of the problems of reporting tragedies and particularly criminal tragedies was 
partly addressed by the MEAA authors who basically reaffirmed the former clause 9 into clause 
11 that everyone in a news organisation should respect the right of a staff member to "make a 
conscientious objection." (MEAA Ethics p51.) and, further, that this right should be respected by 
employers in other contexts when "advertising or commercial considerations improperly 
influence journalism" (ibid p51). 
 
The reality is that if the story is big enough, no matter what objections are raised, the 
organisation will pressure its staff to cover the event and get the best first hand stories and 
pictures, and preferably get the story first and exclusively. Why? Because that is perceived to be 
the news media’s business. 
 
Another aspect argued by Walkley winner Graham Davis, a Sydney based television journalist, 
is about "cheque book" journalism. He said that "it is a sad fact that in commercial television 
nowadays, some reporters and producers are authorised to make payments at the story 
scene...ask any ABC reporter what happens when they arrive at the scene, bearing only their 
notebook. Thanks to the cheque book their commercial rival flashes, the story is sewn up, and 
legitimate news is cornered like pork belly futures or any other commodity." (Alliance Magazine 
pages 8 and 9, Autumn 1998). He also argues that this can lead to the story teller embellishing it 
to increase the price tag on the "product".  
 
This was confirmed by reports from Port Arthur massacre in April 1996 and Thredbo disaster in 
August 1997, that the competition was fierce and everyone was looking for a new or different 
angle. There were a number of critical reports about the unethical behaviour of the media at 
Thredbo including some criticism from locally based journalists about the outside media. This 
aspect of the competitive process can combine with the reporting of the event to create PTSD for 
the journalists. 
 
Education 
 
Other professions exposed to trauma have found that training and in-house programs have 
reduced the negative impacts of PTSD, ie the police and ambulance services and the military. 
The US armed forces conducted trauma training for its people who served in ‘Desert Storm’ 
and so far the results have been positive. The Victorian Ambulance Service has undertaken 
such training and debriefing since the mid 1980s and found that this has had some impact on 
reducing the numbers leaving the Service because of PTSD.     
 
It should also be true that some training and exposure to these issues for prospective 
journalists either in their tertiary training or in their in-house training could help prevent 
some of the negative aspects of PTSD and could also help minimise the harm which may be 
done to victims through poor reporting practice. Other professions such as the police, 
ambulance and chaplains undergo such training, eg it would be unacceptable to send a police 
officer to a home to deliver a death message without some prior training. This early 
beneficial exposure to some of the developed research approaches to trauma training should 
correlate into better practice and may alert some journalists to the symptoms. It could also 
help establish in the minds of those prospective journalists that this may not be the career for 
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them (as inevitably most working reporters will have to report on trauma), in much the same 
way as medical students may find they cannot cope with blood or the dead and dying or 
police trainees with the realities of policing. It may also mean that if journalists are 
forewarned then they may be forearmed in anticipating ways to deal with trauma which may 
help them avoid the possibility of developing PTSD symptoms.   
 
Suiter’s study showed that 85 per cent of her respondents said they had never received any 
training on the effects of traumatic stories and ways to deal with them as a cadet journalist or 
at university and that 95 per cent had never received any training on trauma as a graded 
journalist either(Suiter, 2001, p92).  
 
There is also the added legal concern that if journalists are not provided with some PTSD 
training and support, they may be able to make a substantial legal claim on their employer 
under health and safety cover for not providing the required training and support when they 
needed it. This assumes of course that some of the PTSD support programs are effective and 
do reduce the negative impact of PTSD symptoms such as the measurable 
psychological/medical effects, drug dependency, absenteeism, medical aberrations, flash 
backs and perhaps the most significant symptom: unwanted recalls.   
 
Colleague support for journalists? 
 
What the support for journalists should be and how it should be provided is the subject of this 
thesis. It will be recommended that journalists would benefit from such support and will be 
discussed in more detail in Chapter Six  
 
As stated earlier the term "journalist" is used to encompass both reporters, photographers and 
other people who work on processing the news, and the group most likely to be affected are 
those who directly gather the news, ie the reporters and photographers. These are the people 
who deal directly with those stories which often involve death, tragedy, serious crimes, 
accidents, wars, natural disasters, etc. These are often the same people who deal directly with 
the “victims”, who make the news, and these victims possibly have the greatest effect on how 
journalists will ultimately react. But it is obvious that those who process the news, ie the sub-
editors, producers, and news production staff, may be adversely effected too by the raw 
photographs or footage or facts where some of this material is never made public. There is 
some anecdotal evidence of this.  It is also important that these secondary handlers of the 
news be sensitive to the reporters and photographers who have been directly exposed because 
their trauma can be exacerbated by their newsroom colleagues sometimes displaying an 
almost callous, unfeeling, responses to the news imperative.  
 
This author’s experience is an illustration; when returning from a multiple murder of a young 
family of four, including the mutilation of the children, as the author and a photographer 
walked into the newsroom they were greeted with glee by an enthusiastic news editor who 
said he had kept the whole front page for us. “Great story, this will fill most of page one, 
hope you’re got good quotes and pictures.”  This was within half an hour of both talking 
with grieving relatives, neighbors and traumatised police and ambulance officers. It was 
insensitive and didn't impress either of us to think what we had experienced was only "a 
damn good story for page one" which was going to fill most of a front page and sell 
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newspapers. It did increase sales that Monday morning, too. (The Canberra Times, 2 April, 
1984).    
 
While some of the secondary news producers are sympathetic, they rarely have time to 
indulge the concerns of the affected journalists and in some cases they have never had to deal 
with those sorts of stories directly themselves. Some of the secondary news processors may 
never have worked as a reporter or reported directly on a trauma. So through lack of exposure 
or experience they have possibly never been affected in quite the same way. There must be 
some who are affected by processing the traumatic stories, but this study is primarily 
concerned with the so called "front-end” of news. 
 
Another example of this insensitivity occurred when on the drowning of a toddler in a 
backyard pool which this author covered, he was asked by the family and then the police 
officers who attended that the family would prefer the name of the child not to be published. 
The author had the child’s name and made no agreement at the time at the home not to 
publish, but wrote the story without identifying the drowned child and added that the family 
had asked that the child’s name not be published. When the chief-sub read the story, she 
insisted on the author providing the name on the basis that she regarded this as censorship. 
This was refused and the author argued that the wishes of the parents should be respected in 
what was already a traumatic event for them. She attempted to overrule the author’s 
judgement but the chief of staff agreed that the girl’s name should not be published even 
though no agreement had been made but because the parents had requested it. The author 
argued that the paper should establish a “house rule” that, unless there were compelling 
reasons otherwise, it should agree not to publish the names of victims if requested and also 
until near relatives had been notified. The same chief sub did not agree but was overruled. 
Some months later her partner of a number of years died suddenly in a routine hospital 
operation and he was reasonably well known. Coincidently the author had to write the short 
story about his death and was asked by her, the same chief sub, not to include his name or 
identifying details. While sympathetic the author agreed, but could not resist saying to her; 
“now you know how it feels”.     
 
Former Channel Nine and ABC journalist, Toni Chambers, covered the Port Arthur massacre 
and subsequent trial in 1996. She said that her Channel Nine colleagues were aware that the 
ABC staff had been offered de-briefing and they put pressure on their management to provide 
this, which it did about a week after the murders. The staff were disappointed that they had 
not been offered any post trauma briefing or counselling until the staff pressured for it.  
 
She said;“It wasn’t very effective and was probably done for the wrong reasons. It was run 
by a church group and about 15 of us attended. It was a group session and ran for about 20 
minutes. I think it may have been effective for some and some cried. Some tended to dominate 
the discussions. The news director didn’t attend and I think he should have. I later went to an 
individual counsellor which I paid for myself and felt that was very worthwhile. It was what I 
needed, but I think it should have been provided by the station right at the outset.” (personal 
interview, Chambers, August 2001). 
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Toni Chambers now works in corporate affairs but said that one of her more harrowing post 
trauma experiences was some years later going to a gym and being badly affected by seeing a 
very similar looking person to the convicted Port Arthur murderer.  
 
She confirmed that in retrospect one-on-one counselling or debriefing should be offered as a 
matter of course for any journalist troubled by their reporting on traumas and she favoured a 
peer support system using colleagues which maintained confidentiality.   
 
Another stress can be the active curtailment of the media and the harassment of journalists by 
the police or other officials to prevent them from getting the story. All this must be taken in 
the journalist’s stride. However some can bring on their own problems such as the 
photographer at the Port Arthur siege and massacre who tried to circumvent the police cordon 
by trying to go around through some inhospitable bush and became lost. Needless to say the 
police officers dispatched to search for him were not very impressed.     
 
Sometimes the police and ambulance officers may become hostile towards the media too 
which may or may not be warranted. This is often exacerbated when sometimes within a 
short time later they ask if they can have copies of the photographs or for a crime investigator 
to seek out the media to ask if they can help with a public appeal or assistance. This has led 
this reporter to speculate that at a disaster scene or even a relatively minor accident a tension 
develops where it is easy to transfer the anger and frustration towards a “common enemy”; 
the media. 
 
Most journalists will show genuine empathy. 
 
Most professional journalists will go about their task of gathering reliable first hand stories 
taking into account the suffering of the parties. To do this they will need to display empathy 
with these people. Sadly sometimes this may be superficial or feigned to obtain the sufferer's 
confidence. But often it is real and the connection from the journalist viewpoint with the 
event and the victim will continue long after the story has held the front page or led the 
bulletin. But like all such workers in the trauma field, it is impossible and even unwise to 
carry every event as if it is their own personal loss.  
 
" No man is an island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the Continent, a part of 
the main.... Any man’s death diminishes me because I am involved in Mankind; and therefore 
never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.” (John Donne, 1572-1631) but a 
line does have to be drawn between professional concern and being mentally balanced. 
 
Nic Place has analysed the reporter’s reactions to the story of six-year-old girl, Kylie 
Manybury, whose body was found in the gutter of Donald Street, Preston, Melbourne at 1am 
on November 7, 1984.  She had been viciously raped and was last seen the afternoon before 
when she went to the shops. The case was not solved.  (Place, Nic, 1992. pp 124-128). 
 
He quotes two experienced reporters, Brian Adams and Keith Moore, and photogrpaher, Noel 
Butcher, who all found it almost impossible to put her death out of their minds. Moore could 
not help recalling the worst of the images “…complete with blood coming out of the 
vagina…”.  He had a three-year-old daughter at the time and went home and spoke with his 
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wife. He thought about the repeated phrase he had used in the story “raped to death”, and 
began to cry. He pursued the story for years afterwards including a series of interviews with 
Kylie’s mother, grandfather and uncle, all of whom were greatly traumatised and both the 
grandfather and uncle later committed suicide.  
 
All reporters of trauma have been moved by particular stories and some have kept in contact 
with the victims years afterwards. The author covered two separate stories of young women 
who went missing in Canberra presumed murdered, Elizabeth Herfort, in 1980 and Megan 
Mulqueeny, in 1985. Neither were found nor their disappearances solved. Both mothers 
maintained contact with the author and often telephoned for any news, particularly if there 
was a similar story.    
    
Because the news gathering process is so competitive and quick; for radio it can be as little as 
a minute from story source to story broadcast, it means a journalist has little time to listen or 
absorb their own feelings. While the other media forms may not be required to be quite so 
quick as radio, there is always the competitive pressure to get the best photographs and best 
story out first. These added pressures, which operate on a journalist in addition to reporting 
on a traumatic news event, will increase the stress on them as part of the whole news process. 
This author recalls covering a complex multiple murder and explaining to the Detective 
Sergeant in charge how it was necessary to get the facts together within a few hours and type 
up the story by that night’s deadline. The Police sergeant’s wry comment by contrast was 
“we get months to put our brief together.”  While this is part of the journalist’s craft, it puts a 
lot of pressure on a conscientious journalist to be accurate, give balance, be sensitive, take 
abuse and avoid legal pitfalls in reporting criminal matters.  
 
A major factor that came to light during the research for this study was the frustration many 
journalists felt towards their “home base” and/or a feeling of isolation and lack of support 
from their parent organisations. One ABC journalist felt additional pressure because he was 
required to provide both radio and TV bulletins but hamstrung by a very tight budget 
compared to his commercial competitors.   
 
The ABC’s Sean Dorney was the first outside journalist to get to the site of the tsunami in 
northern Papua New Guinea in July 1998 and in an interview with the author he said he had a 
horrendous time flying in (one of the problems being in an unpressurised aircraft getting over 
the PNG central highlands) and then trying to get his stories out; 
 
“ Sissino was the worst affected…there were walking wounded trying to bury their dead…I 
knew I had to get back to Wewak to get the story out…squeezed into an aircraft without a 
seat belt…I filed a few stories…the commercial TV networks were very one dimensional, the 
Australian Army flew in a satellite earth station which was set up for them…I didn’t go to the  
field hospital but I went to the worst areas…whole villages were wrecked and there was 
almost no one left…there was a personal impact because I was familiar with the people and 
the area…they had suffered extreme trauma. I flew back and could hardly sleep. In contrast 
to the other media, I had to organise everything myself. Dick Palmer [an ABC colleague did 
join him soon to help] arrived…I had to send radio reports, TV stories including the 7.30 
reports… there were enormously unreal expectations placed on us and I thought seriously 
about resigning…I told my editor John Tullow how I was feeling and he was 
tremendous…when I noticed my own trauma the most was when I was doing a live story for 
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Radio Australia and I was trying to express my feelings…I broke down, it was just such a  
horrific story…half the students in one high school were gone…But I had to keep organising 
it all…The ABC does provide some counselling and support, but by the time it’s available it’s 
too late…you don’t need it then, you need support particularly from your management at that 
critical time…”  
 
Sometimes the stress caused to a journalist is the behaviour of other journalists. Sean Dorney 
later in the interview said; 
 
“I saw one story by A Current Affair which was structured around two women. They got them 
to walk through the destroyed village from one side to the other with the cameras 
rolling…there were bodies everywhere…it was by now dangerous as the bodies were 
horrible…the women were upset and were washing their faces in the now polluted 
water…and I thought ‘I don’t know how many times they’ve got to get the woman to wash 
her face’…There was a real blow up between Channel Nine and Seven about another 
incident which just added to my cynicism…” He was referring to an argument that developed 
between journalists there over allegations that one TV crew had acted unethically. 
 
Some news practices may bring on PTSD risks. 
 
In the process of gathering the "bad news" there are often approaches and methods used 
which may guarantee getting the story, but which may be damaging to the journalist and the 
victims and to those people associated with the new’s event.  There is even the report from 
the US (Time magazine : article Attachment E) where some TV viewers considered they 
had been traumatised by seeing, as live vision, a Los Angeles truck driver shoot his dog and 
then kill himself on a freeway. Remarkably, and perhaps as a sign of the future responsibility 
of the media, some of the TV networks agreed to provide counselling to viewers who had felt 
traumatised by watching the events unfold. So it is not necessarily those directly connected to 
a trauma that may be affected and who could take legal action in the litigious US and of 
course here in Australia. So actually delivering the bad news may have to be curtailed in the 
future for the sake of the recipients.    
 
It also appears to be true that during a traumatic event such as a murder, vehicle or industrial 
accident, natural disaster or a serious assault, that the people who have experienced the 
trauma may be doing so for the first time. The journalist however, particularly a police/crime 
reporter, may well have been to many such events and adopted an almost "routine" approach 
to dealing with trauma and the people affected. The people experiencing the event may be in 
shock, hurt, angry, hostile, withdrawn, incomprehensible and any range of other conditions 
which often occur at such a time. These feelings are not routine for the sufferer but are seen 
as relatively common by those around such as the police, ambulance and rescue workers, 
who will have been exposed to such events regularly and are highly trained to deal with 
them.  
 
It is often almost surreal for an inexperienced person observing (witnesses and victims) an 
accident or crime scene, to notice that the people attending such as the police, ambulance and 
news people can greet each other, offer small talk or even joke. That very often happens 
because they are going about their daily business. The author can recall many such occasions 
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but one stark example was a police rescue officer calmly talking to him about his recent 
holiday as he extricated a mangled body from a vehicle wreck.    
 
An aspect not easily understood by those outside the news industry is that often the reporters 
and photographers will be attending proportionally more of these traumas than even some of 
the other professionals, eg a reporter working in a smaller community may attend every 
serious accident or crime whereas the police and ambulance may only attend some. A 
police/crime roundsperson may attend more murders than a homicide detective or more 
serious accidents than a paramedic in the same time frame.  
 
Added to this, most people who make the news as victims or witnesses in these 
circumstances are not media “savvy” nor media trained and are often at an extremely 
vulnerable point in their lives. These people of course make very good stories. The 'weeping 
widow' story will nearly always produce good copy or viewing. A skilled journalist will seek 
out these sources. Sometimes this can be justified on the basis that providing such a story 
may be for the general benefit of the community such as a warning to be vigilant with young 
children around swimming pools, or to install a fire alarm, or to provide information to assist 
police in their inquiries, or even more justifiable to prompt someone or some organisation to 
provide information and assistance in the case of a murder or serious crime.  
 
It is intimidating for a person (particularly if they are not accustomed to facing the media) in 
shock or grief to be exposed to a TV camera (or multiple cameras) and for them to deal with 
personal probing questions, some of which may even suggest the traumatic event was partly 
or fully their fault. It can become even more intimidating when a large event occurs such as a 
massacre or major natural disaster when a huge swarm of media, often including the national 
or even international media, descends on a small community such as Port Arthur or Thredbo 
or Childers with each trying to outdo the competition or even buy the best story and 
sometimes adopting unethical tactics. As mentioned previously a  parallel study to this is 
being undertaken by a QUT colleague, Trina McLellan, who is examining the role of the 
media on the traumatised victims, how the media coverage and practices affect the victims 
and whether better practices could be adopted to minimise harm.       
 
Often the small town or local journalist will behave in a more ethical way because they know 
the people, have genuine empathy and realise that they have to remain long after the event 
and maintain credibility. The ‘parachute media’ will see the event as a ‘quick hit’ and know 
that they will soon move to another big story somewhere else. So some journalists, but by no 
means all, who come from outside the local area may feel they can trample on the victims to 
get their stories and not worry too much because they may not have to deal with these people 
later. 
 
It works in reverse too. Some locals at the landslide at the snow resort town of Thredbo 
became quite hostile towards the media during the coverage of the rescue and a local service 
station even erected a sign to say it would refuse to supply the media. One reporter 
interviewed said he was involved in a physical fight in a pub with a local who criticised the 
media, mostly for being there. The police had to attend.  There were some justifiable 
criticisms of the media for a few instances but most behaved ethically. However a year later 
the locals were pleading with the media to do some promotional type stories as their 
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patronage had declined following the disaster. The journalist referred to above felt unwilling 
to go back to Thredbo.       
 
A common criticism associated with this was leveled at the news management groups who 
were often located some distance away in a non traumatic environment for demanding too 
much, too soon and without providing proper support. In the fierce competition to deliver the 
news often and better than the competitor, these news directors and producers can appear to 
be unsympathetic to the "on the ground situation" and simply want the facts and good 
pictures, almost no matter how they are obtained. 
 
One of the journalists who covered the PNG tsunami requested a few days leave on his return 
after two weeks. On his return he could not take the time off to recover because the office 
was short staffed. Another journalist was amazed that after filing a range of stories in which 
he had graphically described the shock and devastation caused to the survivors and families 
which were published both nationally and internationally, that on his return to his Sydney 
office no one from management even asked him how he felt or inquired about his wellbeing. 
A few close colleagues showed some empathy.      
 
Being an observer (a journalist) may even be worse. 
 
An additional element is that rescue workers who are called to an event and are not used or 
held in reserve, (often labelled “just another fucking observer" or JAFO) have been shown to 
experience greater trauma than those people directly connected to the victims and who are 
constructively involved in the rescue and support. This is partly explained that people 
standing by may feel frustrated because they are not directly providing any relief to the 
people suffering the trauma. In most instances the JAFO term applies equally to journalists, 
who in most instances are not there to actively assist, and are not directly connected to the 
victims and their rescue and support. This feeling of frustration later is thus partly explained 
because they are not helping and may even be seen to be adding to the victim’s trauma 
(McCann and Pearlman, 1990). 
 
For a journalist in most instances there is very little that they can do at a trauma and some 
would argue that their primary task is not to get too involved and to report and cover the 
news story and that in itself is an important role, even if some at the scene do not see it that 
way.  There is plenty of evidence that so called “vicarious trauma” that passed on by others 
or observing it in others is just as painful and can produce PTSD symptoms (ibid).   
 
AFP journalist Ian Timberlake said; 
 
“Sometimes people see us at crime or accident scenes and don't understand what we do and 
think we're ghouls (even though it's usually the real ghouls who say such things). I don't have 
a problem with just being an observer. I have never felt a desire to step in and put a bandage 
on someone. The help that we give society, by keeping it informed, is something less tangible 
than putting on a bandage but a firm belief in the importance of what we do is what has 
always kept me going.”  
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ABC reporter Sean Dorney was covering the tragedy of the tsunami in northern Papua New 
Guinea in July 1998 and later said; 
 
“In the twenty odd years I was in Papua New Guinea, I covered many natural disasters and 
tragedies. But none of them affected me so deeply as did this freak wave which crashed 
without warning…The human tragedy of the Aitape disaster had, I said to them with tears 
welling in my eyes, no equal in my experience… 
There were undoubtedly tensions between those engaged in the rescue effort and those trying 
to report on it…the helicopter pilot who…worked tirelessly…to save many lives…looked up 
and saw a cameraman out filming…he told me he yelled out to those around him; ‘All he’s 
interested in is the bloddy pictures. Why doesn’t the bastard get down and here and help 
someone?’”.  (Dorney, 1999). 
  
A Channel 7 Brisbane TV reporter, Tom Hillston, (September, 1999) quotes an example of 
attending a major traffic accident south of Brisbane and was watching a young man who was 
lying on an ambulance stretcher. The man was obviously seriously injured. Tom was standing 
nearby and the young man looked up at him in bewilderment and then died. “The last face he 
saw was mine and he did not know me from Adam,” Tom said. “That has haunted me for 
quite a while.”     
 
A Courier Mail (Brisbane) photographer, Suzanna Clarke, said to the author (Clarke, July 
2001) that sometimes the media become the ‘de facto’ counsellors even at the scene of a 
tragedy. She quoted an example in June 2001 where she went to a horrific accident where 
some witnesses had helped pull out the injured. The ambulance and rescue workers were 
busy and one of the traumatised people, who had seen the accident happen and helped the 
victims, just wanted to talk to someone about it. After doing her job takings photographs, she 
was the most available person to listen to them. 
 
 She said, “As the media we are very often the people who deal with the secondary shock. The 
victims and witnesses just need to talk with some one and we’re it. I went away [from that  
accident] with all these people’s words in my head about bones sticking through limbs etc 
etc. We need to understand that this will happen and be prepared for it and then deal with it 
properly ourselves. 
 
There is an extension to this too. Because I am a very visual person,  the visions come back to 
at night and that’s difficult too.” 
 
This author recalls an occasion when reporting on a serious multiple vehicle accident that on 
his and the photographer’s arrival they were told by the senior ambulance officer that they 
had run out of available ambulances and crews. A young boy from one of the damaged and 
burnt vehicles suffered a neck injury and was to be driven in a police vehicle to the next 
approaching ambulance about 40 kilometres away. As only one police officer was available 
to drive the police vehicle, the author, who the police officers knew had basic first aid 
training, was asked to sit with the young boy while travelling. This was done and the 
experience of actually helping and comforting one of the victims was extremely rewarding 
and made a horrific accident less traumatic. Incidentally and without premeditation, the 
author wrote a front page story from the boy’s perspective drawing from the conversation 
while travelling in the police vehicle. The angle was how grateful he was that his 
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grandmother, who had been trapped in a burning vehicle, was rescued just in time by a 
passing truck-driver.      
 
It can and should be argued that it is not the role of a journalist to become involved, but this 
attitude can sometimes preclude the normal community sense of providing help to another 
suffering person or to help someone in need.  Indeed in some instances such as suicide the 
mere presence of a journalist and or press camera can precipitate a suicide or incite violence 
such as at a siege, demonstration or civil unrest.   
 
The journalist absorbs the trauma in what some have termed ‘compassion fatigue’ in the 
same way that a spouse may share a partner’s mental illness.  The relationship has been 
likened to that of a therapist and a client (Cote and Simpson, (2000) p 49);   “If the victim’s 
story is compelling and painful to tell, some of the emotional burden will fall on the listening 
reporter.”   But as Professor Ochberg cautions that this is not the primary role of a journalist.  
 
AFP journalist Ian Timberlake said about his time in East Timor in mid to late 1999;  
 
“In East Timor, journalists were a target because the Indonesians and their militia 
surrogates wanted to intimidate us with the ultimate aim of getting us out. After the second 
attack [by the militia] I can remember yelling and swearing outside my hotel that we were 
not able to work here, that the militias wanted us out. I was angry, but I think it was an anger 
born of shock.  
 
Month after month we covered the burning homes, the shootings and the murders. East 
Timorese had no qualms about letting us see them grieve, examining the body of their loved 
one, or telling us anything we wanted to know. They appreciated us for being there to witness 
their struggle. The militias didn't.  
 
In August, I think it was, things heated up again. A colleague and I came upon another attack 
in the market as we rode together on his motorcycle. Intelligence officers waved us away. 
Later my friend learned either they or the militia had been yelling that we should be shot.  
 
On a trip to Maliana we passed through several armed roadblocks. In Maliana we came 
upon another one. When we saw a guy with an M-16 we tried to turn the car around and 
were surrounded. I remember the barrel of a homemade gun pointing toward me. A militia 
said in Indonesian, "Just kill." I stayed calm for this, as one must, and they let us go. Later a 
whole truckload of militia arrived in a truck outside the UN compound. They started jumping 
off the truck with their weapons that looked like M-16s, and we had to run to safety in the 
compound. Going back to Dili we hit about 10 more armed roadblocks. One militia said if we 
took any pictures he'd kill us.  
 
During all this we'd have so much work to do, we didn't have a lot of time to dwell on what 
happened. Every night I'd drink beers with my colleagues, though.  
 
I was present during the attack in which the famous Time magazine photo was taken of the cop 
murdering an unarmed man. By this time I knew the militias wanted us not to see what they were 
doing and I was determined not to run this time. They advanced on a small bridge, shooting. As 
they got closer I was just looking for a place to hide, so I could see what happened. But I'd been 
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separated from the other journos. A colleague saw me and dragged me into the back of his 
moving van, as the shooting continued just a few metres behind us. I wasn't afraid on this day. I 
just didn't want them to force me out of there.  
 
My colleagues and I felt that it was important to let the world know what was happening. It 
was stronger than that, though, because we did have an anger that Indonesia's "security 
forces" weren't providing security as they agreed before the world to do.  
 
All AFP staff were evacuated from Dili on Sept. 5, along with most journalists. The next day 
in Jakarta I was a mess. I was in fear for the safety of my journalist friends who remained, 
and for the Timorese whom I knew. Then I went to West Timor to work for about 12 days 
which was good, because I felt I was helping again, by telling the world about the emerging 
tales of horror that refugees brought with them.”   
 
There is a strong argument that it is not the role of a journalist to become too involved but 
modern ethics indicate that the Judeo-Christian response is to treat others as you would be 
treated yourself means that becoming a journalist does not stop a person behaving in a 
community minded way.  
 
The media are referred to often in more derogatory terms as vultures, people plying on the 
misfortune of others, voyeurs, carrions, and this only compounds the feelings of distress 
experienced by journalists. 
 
No one is immune from suffering, even the media.  
 
One example of extreme PTSD was that experienced by world recognised South African 
photographer, Kevin Carter, which may illustrate how severe this can become. In 1994, 
Carter was awarded a Pulitzer prize for his photograph of a vulture hovering over a young 
girl who was close to death struggling to reach a Sudan food centre. Carter described how he 
obtained this photograph to a colleague, Scott Macleod; 
 
"He heard a soft, high pitched whimpering and saw a tiny girl trying to make her way to a 
feeding centre. As he crouched down to photograph her, a vulture landed in view. Careful not to 
disturb the bird, he positioned himself for the best possible image. He would later say he waited 
about 20 minutes, hoping the vulture would spread its wings. It did not, and after he took his 
photographs, he chased the bird away and watched as the little girl resumed her struggle. [The 
New York Times, which ran the photograph, said it was not known whether she reached the 
centre.]" 
 
While there were major questions about Carter's ethics, with one critic writing that "the man 
adjusting his lens to take just the right frame of her suffering might just as well be a predator, 
another vulture on the scene", it did raise some world awareness of the Sudanese famine. Shortly 
after receiving his Pulitzer, Carter, aged 33, committed suicide. In his suicide note he wrote; "I 
am haunted by the vivid memories of killings and corpses and anger and pain...of starving and 
wounded children, of trigger happy madmen, often police, of killer executioners."  (source : 
Michelle North Coombes, QUT student, used with permission.) 
 
Courier Mail photographer Suzanna Clarke wrote a review in her paper about photographers and 
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 37 
   
 
covering trauma (The Courier Mail,  ‘A price to be paid’ 16 September 2000) in which she used 
Carter’s photograph and his dilemma to illustrate the cost to covering trauma.  As revealed in a 
book she quotes, titled ‘The Bang Bang Club’ by Greg Marinovich and Joao Silva, the 
photograph was a “lucky break”. 
 
Carter and Silva flew into the centre for a quick hit and separated to get their own angles. Carter 
was delighted with his “success” at getting the right type of photograph. He reportedly told Silva, 
when he returned to the runway to catch their aircraft out; 
 
“Man,” he said, putting a hand on Silva’s shoulder, while the other closed his eyes; “You won’t 
believe what I’ve just shot. I was shooting this kid and suddenly there was this vulture right 
behind her and I just kept shooting- lots of film.” 
 
He was waving his arms around as he usually did when telling of something exciting.  
 
“I’ve just finished chasing the vulture away…I see all this and all that I can think of is my 
daughter.”  
 
It was the most widely used photograph of the Sudanese famine disaster and won him the 
Pulitzer prize. It did provoke aid and contributions, but Carter never found out what happened to 
the girl when asked in 1994 when picking up his award.   
 
Marinovich writes about this; “Tragedy and violence certainly make powerful images. It is what 
we get paid for. But there is a price to be extracted with each frame: some of the emotion, the 
vulnerability, the empathy that makes us human, is lost every time the shutter is released .”  
 
Clarke writes; “No matter how empathetic a photographer may be, unlike the subjects in our 
photographs, we are only passing through. When the situation is over, or it becomes too 
dangerous, we can usually hop on the next flight out…It is rare to meet news photographers, 
even those working on urban newspapers, who do not have their own horror stories of having to 
photograph murder scenes, car crashes, or grieving relatives and angry subjects.” 
 
Her colleague, Rob Maccoll, who covered much of the violence in East Timor in 1999 and 2000 
said; “Often you don’t have the opportunity to get involved because you’re chasing deadlines. 
The scale is too big, but hopefully when you get back you can use the image to further the 
cause.”  
 
But Clarke goes on to say that some of the worst images burn themselves into their retinas and 
haunt them and you  “wake up in the middle of the night unable to shake the nightmare vision 
from our subconscious…where you live becomes a map landmarked by you memories of 
traumatic incidents.”      
 
Marinovich wrote; “We discovered the camera was never a filter through which we were 
protected from the worst of what we had witnessed.” (Clarke, The Courier Mail, October 2000).  
 
In June/July 2001 the US National Press Photographers Association held a conference in 
Memphis on the plight of trauma suffered by photographers where the results of two studies 
were issued. 
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 38 
   
 
 
At that conference Dr Anthony Feinstein presented a study which showed that war 
photographers were the most likely to be significantly more psychologically affected and that 
print photographers were likely to suffer more than their broadcast colleagues and were more 
likely to seek help than reporters. Their rate of PTSD was equal to intense combat veterans. 
(Newscoverage Unlimited press release by Robert Frank, 29 June 2001) 
 
At the same conference Dr Elena Newman released the results of a study which surveyed more 
than 800 US photojournalists and showed that the more assignments they covered on trauma the 
more likely it was that they would suffer negative psychological consequences. The 
photographers ranked automobile carnage as the most stressful and caused the most severe and 
long term negative psychological effects. She found that until her study, no one to her 
knowledge, had studied what effect covering trauma had on domestic photographers. (ibid, Frank 
press release, 2001)  
 
She said; “At least half of them covered assignments involving dead children or family members 
of dead children…considering the frequency with which photojournalists are exposed to trauma 
scenes, they appear to be quite a resilient group.” She noted that a minority might suffer from 
PTSD a larger minority suffered from other trauma related disorders including depression and 
substance abuse.  
 
The US National Press Photographer President, David Hanschuh said, “Clearly increased 
understanding and support from editors would help, as would professional counselling and 
greater mutual support among visual journalists.” (ibid, Frank press release, 2001).   
 
A Sydney based TV reporter suffered a significant sleep disturbance not long after he returned to 
Australia from the tsunami of PNG and said in the interview, 
 
"About 1am I hit the bed and about 4am woke up in the coldest of sweats, not crying, but terribly 
emotional, and I had been through a moment I don't know how long, obviously more than three 
hours I had been asleep. I had dreamt about every single suppressed memory of tragedy and 
personal disaster that I had covered in my career from death knocks to disasters to tragedies. 
Everything, everything came bubbling back up...all the things I was telling you about came back, 
and with specific detail...I just lay in bed thinking about all the things I had done. All the parents 
I had conned into letting me talk to them. All the moments I had of tears and crying and photo 
albums and untouched bedrooms of their sons and daughters. All these things I thought about, 
and I don't know why and I don't know and I don't..." 
 
It has been expected of journalists that they handle traumatic incidents of work without 
becoming emotionally or physically affected. It is expected that they will remain totally detached 
and return to the newsroom and file a story as if they were delivering a factory produced item. 
 
But the adverse environment surrounding a traumatic event is often exacerbated by 
sometimes unprovoked hostility and abuse at the scene where journalists are sworn at, abused 
and even assaulted for mostly just doing their job. This is against the backdrop of knowing 
that many thousands of people want to watch, read or listen to their stories at the earliest 
opportunity. Some of this abuse is caused by what some consider an invasion of privacy 
where, in a democratic context, there are many public places where the journalist, along with 
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the community, is free to move. The obvious exceptions being if the journalist trespasses, 
breaks a police line, interfers with a rescue effort or crime scene or is considered "to be 
hindering police."  In some countries, including the UK (where the infamous D notice can 
apply), a journalist can be restricted because of so-called national security interests or be 
arrested and or  deported.    
 
 Identification with the victims.  
 
Of course as every police, ambulance and rescue worker knows, people often connect to 
victims who relate to their own personal circumstances particularly children, where the 
observer may have a child or relative of a similar sex or age to that of the victim.  
 
“Psychologists describe an effect called identification – a person becomes emotionally 
involved in the plight of others because of similarities in their circumstances. Some 
journalists are like firefighters who feel helplessness and guilt about child victims because 
they identify the victims with their own children.”  (Cote and Simpson p50) 
 
Radio and print journalist, Alexandra Wake, said in an interview that the worst instances of 
identification were when she was reading the bulletin and came upon the name of a dead 
victim she knew. This was more likely to happen in a smaller community and can happen out 
covering stories too. 
 
“It’s almost impossible to keep reading, but you have to. There is no one else to take over. 
You just concentrate on the words and hope that the listeners can’t hear it in your voice. 
After the bulletin I came out of the booth in tears. It’d happened to one of the other readers 
and she was really sympathetic. But deadlines were deadlines and I was back reading the 
next bulletin in 25 minutes.”  (Wake, Alexandra. 2001)   
 
The author recalls attending a routine dusk fatal head-on accident involving a Volkwagen 
sedan (where the petrol tank was in the front) in which the male driver had been incinerated. 
While the author was standing with the firefighters, a woman pushed her way through the 
crowd and ran towards the grimacing charred body and said “That’s my husband’s car. 
What’s happened?” She was quickly led away, but sadly she was right. Her husband had 
been  on his way home from his part-time university course and was only a block from home 
when he was hit by an oncoming vehicle which had slipped on the wet road. She had his 
dinner prepared and was waiting for him. She heard the sirens and came down the street to 
discover his death. 
 
“My horror was compounded not only because of the horrible way she found out, but by the 
fact that I recognised her and then realised then this had to be Brian Gibson, a mate, in the 
car. He was a rugby friend. We had socialised. I had played a number of seasons with him, 
including binding in the scum with him as a second-rower forward. I went over to comfort 
her, but I was in shock and told the police who her friends were so they could contact them.  I 
drove back to the newsroom, typed out a one par brief, because that’s all it was worth in 
news terms, and quietly wept at the terminal. I didn’t let on that I knew him because they may 
have wanted me to get a photo and write up some more detail. I didn’t say anything to 
anyone and the subs (the only editorial staff there then) were a bit mystified but they were 
getting the paper out in the evening which leaves no time for any soft feelings. I went outside 
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and just sat in my car for ages and then went home. I am sure if I had not known Brian I 
would have moved on, but I have never been able to forget the details.”  (Castle, Philip 2001)           
 
It is also noticeable that events involving ethnic groups different to those of the journalist 
may illogically be deemed to be not as bad and somehow they may be seen as less relevant 
than their own, eg an Asian flood claiming the lives of 10,000 may be seen as less newsy or 
significant than a European bus smash claiming a few lives or a McDonalds shooting in the 
US may somehow be more relevant in the western media than a Soweto massacre. If the 
earthquakes in north west India in January 2001, where more than 100,000 people were 
reported to have died, had occurred in Europe or the US, it would have received much greater 
and extended coverage.      
 
Vehicle accidents affect journalists the most. 
 
As stated earlier it is also apparently common for many journalists to be most affected by 
vehicle accidents which can leave people with such brutal injuries, in an often senseless or 
random way that is difficult for anyone to understand. Australian Federal Police Sergeant 
John Nolan, who was the coroner’s assistant in Canberra, ACT, Australia, for many years and 
attended most sudden or suspect deaths, when talking with the author and warning about 
vehicles accidents was quoted in an article as saying; 
 
“If I gave someone an axe and said ‘Do the worst you can do to that body’, they couldn’t do 
in 20 minutes what a car smash can do in a split second. Some of the injuries are just so 
horrific”.     
 
About his own feelings he said; 
“It’s so unnecessary. Many of them are so young and I could never say it does not affect 
me”. (The Canberra Times, 12 December, 1985, page 3). 
 
Many journalists have spoken of comparatively small traumatic news events such as road 
accidents as being the catalyst that affects them most and that then being the individual 
traumatic event that brings on the PTSD symptoms. 
 
Simpson and Boggs’ study showed that vehicle accidents were the most common linked to 
trauma symptoms (Cote and Simpson, 2000.  p 48.) 
 
“The survey backed our ideals that the shock waves of some events also hit journalists and 
that they carry symptoms for long periods. The reporters and photographers had covered 
many tough assignments, including fatal fires, airplane crashes, and even a deadly charge by 
a circus elephant, but the auto crash was mentioned the most often.” (Cote and Simpson, 
2000. p48)  
 
During his work as the police/crime reporter at The Canberra Times the author often worked 
with an excellent female news photographer and she was very sensible in the way in which 
she approached her work. On one occasion she was photographing a multiple fatal vehicle 
accident and stepped back for a wider angle. Unfortunately she stepped into some brain tissue 
left on the road from one of the victims and was quite distressed. While she was given some 
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comfort she took it very badly. Sadly it was joked about. “I never really talked with her 
about that incident again but she was hesitant thereafter to attend road accidents. Not long 
afterwards she left the paper and began work as a florist. I consider that was the catalyst for 
her. To my knowledge she never received any formal support from the paper. I missed her as 
a colleague.”  (Castle, 1985).         
 
Cote and Simpson said;  “Little attention has been paid in the industry to the sense of 
helplessness that may increasingly trouble reporters exposed to trauma. We believe that the 
stresses of covering violence in some cases will drain a reporter’s energy and commitment. 
We strongly suspect that some journalists who leave the craft do so because of trauma. We 
also believe that many who stay in the business respond to the stresses in unproductive 
ways.” (Cote and Simpson. 2000. p51.) 
 
Sanitizing or self-censorship is sometimes the only way. 
 
Sometimes the only way a journalist can protect their emotions is to self censor or sanitize 
the news to avoid the worst aspects, that is to avoid mentioning or even reporting some of the 
grossest parts of the story. Many younger, less experienced, journalists find this difficult to 
do and when they return from a particularly traumatic assignment blurt out the whole ghastly 
story and facts to their news editor or chief of staff.  They sometimes want to use it. Some of 
the journalists interviewed for this study and the author’s colleagues have expressed regrets 
about some of the facts they have included in their stories. While it is an ethical issue, this 
author considers that better training and standards should be applied by the editorial gate-
keepers particularly to protect the less experienced journalists and accept the right of a 
journalist to have some information censored, rather than being bullied into including it all. It 
can be argued that there is a public right to know, but is there, or is this just merely 
voyeuristic?  There may be political or human rights issues that need to be exposed but in 
many criminal court cases the details are censored and even then if they are not, the police or 
prosecutors will have forewarned the family and friends.  It is hardly necessary for the 
victims (if they have survived) or their associates to read or see all the details in a news 
report.  
 
This author referred to the murder of a family of four earlier and an aspect that he was privy 
to was the mutilation of the children and posthumous sexual abuse of the mother 
(necrophilia) which he did not disclose nor want to be used. On reflection that decision, for a 
number of reasons, mostly to avoid further distress to the family, friends and neighbours, was 
the right decision.     
 
QUT Masters colleague Alexandra Wake is presently completing a thesis on journalism in 
the new South Africa and efforts that have been made to improve the quality of reporting. 
One of the issues covered is the debate on the sanitisation of news. There are persuasive 
arguments in South Africa for full and frank disclosure of incidents of torture, murder and 
rape, as these events had previously been hidden by the ruling Afrikaan National Party. 
However the details of some incidents, such as whether or not a reporter should include 
details about “bullets being lodged in a woman’s vagina” disturbed many listeners and other 
journalists (Wake,Alexandra. 2001). 
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Three stages for journalists. 
 
The studies of the literature and the interviews conducted suggest that there are three stages 
for journalists covering trauma; first an excitement and a sense of drama that what they are 
experiencing is unusual and they have an almost guilty satisfaction about being there, second 
as they become seasoned, they become cynical and possibly unemotional, even callous, about 
the suffering and the third stage where they become embittered and angry and possibly adopt 
self destructive behaviour patterns.  They need genuine support at all three levels.  
 
The AFP reporter referred to earlier, Ian Timberlake, who was affected by his East Timor 
experiences emailed saying; 
 
“Around Sept. 18, I went to Darwin, where I saw some journalist friends who'd stayed in the 
UN compound. Two of them were with me at an outdoor patio in a bar, after I had been 
drinking quite heavily, when I began sobbing uncontrollably for no real reason. I think I felt 
better after that.  
On Sept. 20, I went back to Dili when the troops landed. I wanted to go. I wanted to see the 
peacekeepers kill some of the people who had caused so much pain to the innocent.  
For much of the time when I returned, I went around trying to find bodies and the stories of 
how people had died. I wanted to document this for the world because at that time it seemed 
no other agency was properly investigating or cataloging the dead.  
When I found out the Indonesian journalist Agus had been murdered in East Timor, I was 
speechless for a moment. I was on the phone to my office at the time. I didn't know him that 
well, but he had been in East Timor certainly as long as I had, and he was my neighbor.  
Around Oct. 3 I felt worn out and got a severe pain in my chest. I was admitted to the Red 
Cross hospital in Dili, then the army hospital, then to Darwin. The emerg. doc there couldn't 
find anything wrong, and sent me off to a hotel.  
I spent a week there, unable to function for more than a couple of hours at a time. So I went 
to Jakarta. Same thing. Constant fatigue for a week. Feeling like I was in a daze when I 
walked the streets. I had no desire to work. So I went to Toronto. The tropical medicine 
expert found nothing wrong. He and the other docs all thought it might have been a virus. 
Sometimes these can leave you with long-lasting fatigue.  
Friends told me maybe I had PTSD, which only made me feel worse. I was trying to forget 
what happened. I had no interest in talking to people who really had just a weird curiosity 
about what happened over there. Those who asked sensible questions, who had a genuine 
interest, I didn't mind. I started to keep a written record of what was happening to me.  
Rarely, I had dreams about militia coming after me. Occasionally on the street, for a split 
second, I would think somebody had a gun. It was a reflex, not a fearful reaction. Sometimes 
my feet moved so slowly, I felt like an old man when I walked the city.  
A couple of times I had panic attacks - my heart began racing once in the night when a cat 
woke me up on the stairs. The second time was when two people walked near to me on the 
street.  
Part of my problem was stress about having to go back to Timor. The tropical medicine 
doctor suggested I rest for at least another week, and then I started to feel a bit better. I 
didn't want to go back to E.Timor but I decided I did want to talk to my old colleagues who'd 
been there with me.  
There is a PTSD clinic at a psych unit in a hospital in Toronto. I went there to ask about it. 
When the secretary said I couldn't talk to anybody right away, I felt like crying. They phoned 
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me later and were very understanding, said I'd been through a lot, but it might not be ptsd. 
I'd need an assessment first. She said she'd see if she could get me in. Then she called back 
and said there was no point because I seemed to be going back to E. Timor anyway, and you 
need several sessions, not just one. Ok, I said, I'm fine.  
On. Nov. 11 I returned to E. Timor. I found myself sometimes depressed and disinterested in 
the story, which had become a different story from before, with different players, many of 
whom weren't there before. I talked to more and more colleagues who'd been there during 
the troubles, and found out they had gone through much the same feelings as me. This was  
comforting.  
At a Christmas party a couple of journos were even saying: We have no counselling. "This is 
our counseling," one of them said, meaning talking among ourselves (often over a beer). I 
feel it works pretty well.  
Even into early January I would still sit at my desk getting sad about my friend from East 
Timor who was forcible expelled and who never came back. Sometimes I even thought I 
should go and search for her in Kupang. I think now I have accepted that she may not come 
back, though I think she is alive.  
In Brisbane in Anzac Square there is a sculpture of two soldiers in Vietnam. It is dedicated to 
those who died "or suffered" from their service there. When I saw these words I became a 
little choked up and walked away.  
The suffering is real and I was touched that it was recognized in this monument.” 
 
Later he emailed me again and said; 
“I've thought often about dropping a note to see how your trauma project worked out…I 
went back to E. Timor for AFP but promptly quit because I couldn't see myself lasting there 
any longer. I came back to Jakarta to freelance and have been quite happy. I had no desire to 
go back to E. Timor but AFP called me out of the blue and asked me to go for the first 
anniversary of the vote. It was just a one-week special assignment and I enjoyed it very much  
The point of all this is to say that I feel my trauma troubles are definitely a thing of the 
past…and I thank you again for being just about the only person who has tried to do something 
for those of us needing support. I still owe you a beer,  
Cheers  
Ian Timberlake  
Jakarta” 
 
His difficulties were exacerbated by being a stringer without any formal support from the 
employer organisation. It is this reporter’s view that freelance journalists have a greater risk 
of suffering serious PTSD symptoms because of the increased pressure they have to produce 
the most graphic and dangerous stories or photos and the less likelihood of support for them 
because of their loose contractual arrangement 
 
It is also highly likely that some PTSD symptoms arise directly because of the unethical 
behaviour of the journalist who later may experience guilt.  
 
Regardless of how some journalists develop PTSD symptoms it is important to recognise that 
they do suffer and that it is primarily their employer’s responsibility to provide the same sort 
of support as like professions provide. 
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The MEAA/Australian Journalists Association must also take an active role in developing 
protocols for dealing with PTSD.  However primarily it is up to the journalists themselves to 
take personal initiatives to avoid the negative symptoms of PTSD. 
 
While the medical aspects of PTSD are best left to the medical leaders in this field, some 
extremely valuable work has been done in this area by Dr Frank Ochberg and the University 
of Washington studies led by Dr Roger Simpson and the earlier work of the University of 
Michigan which will be discussed in the following chapters. 
 
Public Relations and media officers be exposed to greater trauma. 
 
From the author’s more than nine years’ experience working as the Director of Information 
for the Australian Federal Police (in addition to his reporting before that) and from 
conversations with press relations officers in similar organisations, including the CEO of 
News Coverage Unlimited, Robert Frank, it is obvious that these media people can be even 
more exposed to traumatic events. Robert Frank was the front line press relations officer for 
the Canadian Government for the Swissair Flight 111 air crash into the sea near Halifax, 
Nova Scotia, on 2 September, 1998, in which 229 perished. The effect on these media 
officers is only lessened because it is more likely that their employer has already adopted 
sound appropriate PTSD prevention programs. These officers are more likely to be closely 
engaged with the victims and have an intimate knowledge of the trauma.   
 
It was this author’s experience that some of the murders and traumas dealt with as a police 
spokesman and press relations officer were more harrowing than some stories reported as a 
journalist. It may have eased the pain a little because it was possible to be more 
constructively involved than working as a reporter. The most difficult assignment of all was 
to be the frontline spokesperson for the AFP when one of its most senior officers and a 
personal friend, Assistant Commissioner Col Winchester, was murdered in his driveway in 
Canberra on January 10, 1989.  
 
The NSW Police Service media manager, Tracey Arthur, confirmed that after 11 years in her 
present job working closely with the police investigators and dealing with the victims and 
families she felt she has been even more exposed to trauma than she had been as a working 
journalist. She said reading the forensic reports on a daily basis and seeing the impact of 
trauma on the victims had been difficult. The police PTSD support group said they regarded 
the police media liaison staff as a special case. But she is aware that unlike her working 
journalist colleagues, she and her staff have managerial support for PTSD safeguards, which 
the media-employed journalists mostly do not.  
 
This could be an area for area for further research but is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER FOUR : THE DREADED MEDIA DEATH KNOCK. 
 
During the course of my interviews with journalists about possible PTSD strategies and the 
reduction of some of the factors which may reduce their symptoms nearly all journalists 
referred to the so-called death knock or intrusion stories.  This is an aspect that has worried 
journalists for many years and was the one most frequently referred to by those interviewed 
and other journalists in casual conversations. This is where a reporter and often a 
photographer are sent to obtain a story from the victim’s closest family or friends. There 
should be a right of journalists to resist undertaking deathknocks but as Granato (1991, p141 
onwards) points out, to resist such a story can evoke the ire of the chief of staff and most 
junior reporters don’t know how to get around them. If it has to be done then it should be 
done by a more experienced reporter, but there is anecdotal evidence which suggests some 
reporters have lied and said the person wasn’t at home and hoped the competition didn’t get 
the story. Conley (1997. p270) suggests the “circular” approach as best where a third party is 
asked first to test the response. It is clear the deathknock has a place in news gathering and is 
unlikely to disappear in the immediate future. Why? Because the public demands it and it 
sells the news. These types of stories can be top stories and can even be constructive in acting 
as a warning or deterrent to others and sometimes therapeutic for the family and friends. 
There is then the argument of public interest or public curiosity, which brings it back to 
commercial terms, ie if it improves the ratings or circulation and beats the competition, then 
it must be worthwhile. 
 
“A journalist who does a good death knock story can almost count on that story making page 
1…Most journalists don’t like doing them because they feel uncomfortable about 
approaching people for interviews and pictures of the dead person at such a time…Some 
families welcome journalists and talk freely about their dead relative…a journalist is just one 
more stranger who invades a family circle as such emotional times, along with the 
undertakers and emergency services personnel…But social and medical workers have 
complained about poorly done deathknocks…Some journalists say they feel like ghouls when 
on a deathknock…Many[reporters] experience almost unbearable personal discomfort and 
distress in the company of grieving people.”  (1991 Granato, p141-142) 
 
Many concerns have been raised by journalists about the intrusion but most journalists consider 
it is the next avenue for them to take after reporting or obtaining the facts about the trauma itself 
and that is to ask a close family member or friend of the victim the "how do you feel?" question. 
It is without doubt the most detestable part of being a journalist covering trauma. It is also true 
that the “weeping widow” stories can be compelling TV viewing and have been greatly sought 
after. It is sad to confirm that some journalists may even aim for that very type of response but 
thankfully most would act responsibly.   
 
The major issues in obtaining such a story are how are they achieved, whether genuine consent 
has been given, whether there may be other, better and less damaging ways of obtaining them 
and if such stories are to be done has the journalist received some training in this area and are 
they prepared to do it rather than being coerced by their chief of staff or editor? 
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Police officers undertake training before they are required to do death knocks. In the media it 
is often the ‘breaking in’ experience to send a young reporter to cover a “deathknock” story 
to see whether they can really cope or not. It appears to be a common story type across at 
least the English speaking world and most journalists find them unpleasant. 
 
Agence France Presse journalist, Canadian Ian Timberlake said in an interview with the 
author: 
 
“During my time in Toronto I must have covered more than 60 murder stories. In murder 
cases, particularly, I believe it is important to try to approach the family. Any piece of 
information they can give us to help tell the reader what kind of person the society has lost, 
and why the killing might have happened is vital… 
 
Thinking back now, I know people have declined to talk but I can't remember too many 
aggressive responses. The one in Ottawa when they slammed the door in my face was 
probably one of the first times I ever tried a door knock, so maybe my approach wasn't too 
good. When I told the editor what happened, she told me to go back again. I did, but I think 
they told me to get lost again.  
 
That editor's behavior was wrong and showed a lack of sensitivity to me and to the family. 
This makes me think that it's the young reporters that really need a bit of guidance before 
they go out on something like this.  
 
If a door knock needs to be done, someone needs to suggest how they go about it, and why we 
need to do it.” 
 
There is a place for the deathknock story and such stories do have a valid place in the story 
gathering process.  
 
“The deathknock is not always bad. There may be cases where a deathknock is justified and the 
people suffering are keen to speak to the media. Many journalists have undertaken worthwhile 
interviews where proper consent was given.” (Castle, Philip, 1999. P146).    
 
There is the associated problem referred to earlier. Many journalists so detest doing them that 
they will sometimes lie, feign doing them or simply say they have tried when they have not. One 
of those surveyed for this study is a Brisbane-based TV reporter who has covered many such 
incidents. He said when asked about the death knock; "Yeah, we have all tried to avoid them, but 
sometimes they have to be done."  Asked if he had ever avoided them by telling his boss that they 
weren't at home or just not attempted to approach the victims, he said. "We've all done that, 
haven't we?" 
 
This action of course could lead to the journalist’s dismissal and while it may have ethical 
merit, is not being totally honest as an employee. It is also creates a competitive concern if a 
more forceful or “lucky” journalist does obtain the deathknock story thus raising questions 
about the competency of the journalist who did not.   
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It is not really acceptable to have journalists playing subterfuge games with their chief of 
staff by doing what is sometimes called the “grassknock”, ie knocking on the grass in the 
front yard and then claiming no one would talk.  
 
Jocelyn Suiter in her recent study (2001) showed that many journalist were troubled by doing 
“intrudes” or deathknocks and some admitted to lying to editorial managers to avoid them. 
Some of the managers interviewed by her admitted that if journalists began any self imposed 
limitations that this could adversely affect their careers. (Suiter, 2001, p. 90).  
 
“Thirty per cent of the respondents who had refused to do a traumatic story said their 
supervisor’s behaviour had changed towards them. ‘I was told by my chief of staff the next 
day I could be sacked for refusing the instructions of a supervisor,’ said a reporter. Another 
said ‘The chief of staff gave me shoddy treatment with story allocations and said I had a bad 
attitude.’ 
 
While few journalists had the courage to refuse to do a traumatic story, 41% said they had 
wanted to. Almost 20% said they wanted to refuse after being forced by their chief of staff to 
keep attempting to contact victims’ families, even though the families had told them to go 
away.” (ibib p.90) 
 
While it is possible to draw a distinction between undertaking to do a truamatic story and 
within reason every journalist could and should expect to be asked to do such a story, it is a 
different issue to ask a journalist to pursue a deathknock when it is inappropriate or the 
person is not trained. Certainly it is unethical and probably a breach of the AJA code for an 
editorial manager to exhort a journalist to pursue a victim when they have declined. The fact 
that it happens shows that it is difficult for a younger journalist to know what to do and for 
them to avoid the stigma of being thought of as “not having the ticker for it…”   
 
Journalists should be able to resist. 
 
The critical issues in this thesis about the deathknock are that no journalist should be 
compelled to do them and if they do they should be trained. It is felt that they should be given 
a genuine choice. Certainly a journalist should not undertake a deathknock if they have not 
received some reasonable training on how to deal with people who have suffered a trauma. 
Media management should ensure their staff are trained and the right experienced people are 
willing to do a deathknock, unless there are compelling circumstances such as being on the 
spot and/or no one else being available. No journalist should be the person to break the 
“news” of a death to a close family member. The practice of blooding young trainee  
reporters by getting them to do a deathknock on their own should be considered wrong, cruel 
and unproductive. It has been the author’s observation that many “wiser”, more experienced 
journalists often took on this task to avoid it being left to the less experienced trainee 
journalist. Older people, who have lost a close family member or friend, appeared to prefer 
an older person talking to them about a tragic death particularly a child tragedy. 
 
In early 1999 in the Brisbane ABC radio newsroom word came through that a woman’s body 
had been recovered from a submerged car in a residential canal on the Sunshine Coast. The 
woman had been missing for more than two years and her mother had been constantly seeking 
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media support to try to locate her. The suspicion was that she was abducted and possibly 
murdered. The discovery of her body indicated that she had died in a vehicle accident. The 
reporters were asked who was going to contact the mother?  All, including the chief of staff, 
agreed that they should wait until the police had spoken to her (Wake, July 2001, interview). 
Sometime later the grieving mother held a press conference and thanked the media for its support 
in trying to find her daughter. (This of course was a positive example of the community 
responsibility role of the media where a number of journalists had been very conscientious in 
running stories to try to help the police try to find her. This positive longer term role of the media 
is often not appreciated in the early phases of reporting trauma). 
 
The intermediary works well. 
 
Most journalists would prefer to have someone “smooth the way” if they have to do a 
deathknock and that can often be an effective intermediary such as a close relative or family 
friend. In NSW the Police Chaplain has taken on this role and according to reports this is 
working reasonably well but has worried some journalists that they were possibly being 
controlled by the police who may not want the victims or their representatives to talk to the 
media for sometimes valid and but at other times invalid reasons, eg if the victims are likely 
to be critical of the police methods or investigations. 
 
The effectiveness of this type of process was recently shown in the press coverage given to 
the suspected abduction and kidnapping of British tourists Peter Falconio and Joanne Lees on 
the Stuart Highway north of Alice Springs in the Northern Territory on July 14. In the 
subsequent news conferences it was almost exclusively the role of “intermediary” brother 
Paul Falconia to speak to the media. When Joanne Lees did speak to the media (except for 
the very first interview with a local reporter) it was under very controlled circumstances. 
While there was some criticism about media restrictions from journalists most would have 
considered the process reasonable.     
 
“The intermediary system works best where there is an articulate person to speak to the  
media and realistically represents the victim. It can help especially with a big story involving 
a tough media pack. Some sources may be daunted by the prospect of a media pack, and they 
have good reason to be cautious…I have experienced the pack from both sides…The 
intermediary approach gives some protection against another unsavoury journalistic 
practice that often accompanies a big story; the visit of the out-of-towners.” (Castle, Philip. 
1999. P147.)   
 
Salvation Army Chaplain, Ron Woodland, heads the NSW Police Chaplaincy Service and 
when interviewed was very positive about the intermediary system and the responses from 
both the victims and the journalists. According to some Sydney journalists interviewed for 
this thesis they consider they have been fairly treated and respect the system.  All of this 
translates into less trauma for the journalists, too, which if it’s a better system all around, 
should be more widely adopted.     
 
The manager of the NSW Police Service media unit in Sydney, Tracey Arthur, confirmed that 
with every major incident/murder the case officer or one of its staff discusses with the family 
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whether a family member or someone close to the family would agree to speak to the media. 
The process is explained to them.   
 
“This has been in practice for about four or five years. Before that generally it wasn’t the 
way and it was terrible for everyone. The family would be harassed; everyone got upset. Now 
it works well using the intermediary approach. I have heard no complaints from the media so 
they must think it works. I think it came as a relief to the reporters and photographers that 
they didn’t have to do the dreaded deathknock…We probably are the only Police Service in 
Australia to formalise it.”  (Arthur, August,2001). 
 
Queensland University academic David Conley writes; 
 
" Few would question an individual's right to private grief. However when someone is associated 
with a news event about which there is a public interest, reporters are expected to make an 
approach for comment. Unwarranted intrusion occurs when reporters do not take ‘no’ for an 
answer and continue their interview attempts. Probably the most humane approach is the 
'circular' technique, which involves contact through an intermediary. The Herald and Weekly 
Times policy says a direct approach should only be used when no intermediary is available." 
(1997. Conley p 270.) 
 
Sydney Channel 7 TV Reporter, Chris Reason, said in his interview with the author about this 
that he was delighted that the NSW system has been adopted using the Police Chaplaincy service 
to work as an intermediary which was a significant positive development welcomed by a very 
tough group of journalists.  Salvation Army chaplain Ron Woodland has acted in this role 
frequently and said it allows the family or friends to give an interview if they want, can reduce 
the clamor of many requests and can sometimes assist in the police gaining public information if 
the trauma concerns a criminal matter or a warning of dangers to others, eg a child accident. 
 
Chris Reason recounted a number of trauma stories and explained how it used to work and how 
it works now; “The Police go and do the death knock and ask the parents if they want to talk to 
the media and then it goes from there. In my day it was the Police who would say ‘Piss off and 
don’t talk to the parents’, and you would say ‘Sorry mate, I’m going to go and do it anyway.’ 
Knock, knock. You’d be knocking on the door. Now, it is such a valid process and the NSW 
Police Service needs to be commended from a media point of view and we don’t know how lucky 
the media is in NSW. It is a great way to do it and that’s what they do. If the Police say ‘No, the 
parents don’t want to be death-knocked’, the journalists leave them alone and that’s a great way 
to do it...[Does it work?]...from what I can see it seems to, yeah...Police rounds are the most cut 
throat and bitchiest blood-letting rounds that are imaginable and yet that one rule seems to stick 
from what I know and that’s the way it should work.”   
 
It is not all bad and sometimes victims and their associated family and friends seek out the media 
and some find it almost “therapeutic”. 
 
The fact is the media will intrude and some journalists will experience some of the grief and loss 
of those they are interviewing and using as “talent”.   
 
And there is a cost to journalists too. They bleed and love and cry and have families too, like 
everyone else. One aspect of the tsunami research which came to light was how many of the 
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journalists related their stress to those dead who were of a similar age to their own family, 
particularly some of the dead children they saw in the aftermath. One, on his return to Australia, 
could not sleep and got up in the middle of the night and just hugged his toddler. 
 
The news director at Brisbane’s TV Channel 9, Lee Anderson, said in an interview with the  
author that the deathknock was not now as much of an issue as it was. He said this had 
changed because of a negative public reaction and genuine concerns raised by journalists 
about its appropriateness on some occasions.  
 
“The public backlash has forced the media to adopt a more compassionate approach and 
there has been an improvement of trust between the media and the police on this issue. We do 
have some mishaps and they are regrettable…we named a fire victim recently before the 
family had been advised…and we genuinely regretted that. However the individual journalist 
does have to take control of how they will do the story, because they are on the spot. I would 
not personally put pressure on a journalist to do a deathknock and I think that would be the 
view of most of my colleagues.” (Lee Anderson, 23 September 1999).    
 
But in truth when most journalists do a deathknock they are responding to their chiefs of 
staff, news editors or producers directions to cover a story and go into areas and locations as 
agreed to by the police or other authorities. Often this is also where the public are free to go 
anyway. Sometimes they will be bullied or hindered by the police. Some police forces issue 
police passes which, while not always successful, do sometimes give access to journalists 
where others may be excluded. It has become a popular practice in recent years for police to 
give a media guided tour to a site such as occurred at the Port Arthur massacre or to allow 
individual reporters and one photographer access provided the footage/photographs, etc are 
shared with the others. (As happened in the interview in late July, 2001, with the British 
tourist Joanne Lees who was abducted near Alice Springs) These police strategies give them 
a certain discretion  which is not always impartial nor what the media wants and only works 
if it is done cooperatively and with good will. 
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CHAPTER FIVE : CASE STUDY : TSUNAMI IN NORTHERN PNG KILLS MORE 
THAN 2,500 
 
At dusk on Friday 17 July 1998 an earthquake occurred some 30 kilometres offshore from the 
north coast of Papua New Guinea resulting in at least three huge tidal waves (tsunamis) hitting 
some northern coastal villages, the largest of which was Sissano. More than 2,500 people were 
estimated to have died after the waves hit with thousands more injured.  It has been estimated 
that between 8,000 to 10,000 were affected either through direct family deaths, injuries and loss 
of property. Thousands more suffered indirectly. Many died or drowned when the first waves 
crushed the villagers and their houses, others died when they were swept backwards and 
forwards in the lagoon behind the villages, hundreds were horrifically injured and were unable to 
be reached and died of their wounds. Some of the injured may have lost their lives when attacked 
by roaming pigs, crocodiles and dogs. 
 
Because of its isolation, news of the disaster only began to filter out early the next day, Saturday 
18 July. The villagers were to suffer throughout the night without any outside assistance. It was 
not until mid-morning that a Missionary Aviation Fellowship flight piloted by Don Harvey made 
the first flight over the area. That prompted the first reliable radio report out of the area. Aerial 
searches of the area were commenced to establish the scale of the disaster. The first radio news 
reports were broadcast locally and in Australia at about midday on Saturday. The first reports 
were that about six to 10 villagers had died.  
 
Radio journalist Alexandra Wake was in the ABC radio newsroom in Brisbane on Saturday 
about mid-morning and recalled receiving a telephone call from a Brisbane resident saying their 
missionary nun relative had contacted them about a disaster in northern PNG and wanted to 
know why it wasn’t being carried. She telephoned the ABC’s international newsroom in Sydney 
to attempt to confirm it. They had no information but contacted the ABC’s Sean Dorney in Port 
Moresby, who was able to confirm it. Shortly afterwards, by about midday, some stories about it 
began to reach the outside world. (Wake, 2001).   
 
Rescue operations had already begun by about mid-morning with the first being aerial lifts of the 
injured, using commercial and mining fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters, operating from the 
grass airstrip at Sissano. (The Sissiono airfield was about 3 kilometres from the worst affected 
area.) There were no accessible roads into the area.  
 
The media response. 
 
By mid-afternoon on Saturday 18 July the Australian media began to respond and began sending 
their reporters and photographers into the area over the next two days, ie Sunday and Monday. 
Most from Australia came from northern Queensland, Brisbane and Sydney. Two representatives 
from the Australian media based in Port Moresby also arrived in the area on Sunday. They were 
the first outside journalists on site. Others arrived in the area, mostly Vanimo to the north-west, 
later Sunday with the majority arriving on Monday. Many media were forced to make complex 
transport arrangements, including flying in un-pressurised aircraft over the ranges which run 
west to east through the centre of PNG. Some media suffered nausea and headaches for some 
time afterwards. It was also difficult for the media to get directly into the worst-affected areas, 
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because flights were heavily committed to the rescue efforts.  Most were able to visit the worst-
affected areas by Monday, but some media stayed in the relief centres and reported their stories 
from the evacuated survivors’ viewpoints along with the rescue and political responses.  
 
Problems and advantages. 
 
A number of problems confronted the media mostly because of the enormity of the disaster. 
These included the isolation and difficulty of transport into and out of the area, establishing 
reliable communications for stories and images to be sent out, the (at times) unreal expectations 
and demands placed on the on-site media staff, that the Friday (the same day as the tsunami) to 
Monday had been declared PNG public holidays, the confusion of the rescue operation, the 
incompetence and, at times, corruption by some officials processing the evacuation and 
distribution of the aid, the unhealthy environment at the site which is a 100% malaria area, the 
malaria risks were exacerbated by the threat of diseases from the rotting and decaying bodies, the 
disruption, debris and breakdown of water and sanitation services, and that, for most outside 
journalists, it was a different culture with varying language barriers.      
 
The positives were that the media found the locals were cooperative and readily responded to the 
media inquiries (one journalist suggested that this was possibly because they considered any 
outsider as an authority figure), but more importantly they realised help was and could be 
prompted by publicity, generating more assistance from the church missions, mining companies 
and the military (particularly the Australian Defence Force which saw this as a huge positive 
public relations exercise in humanitarian aid) which also facilitated the media's presence there, 
that the disaster was so widespread which meant that everyone could get a story, the subsequent 
rescue operation extended over a prolonged period which also meant every media representative 
could get their own stories, the local people and survivors were genuinely friendly and religious, 
which was helped by a genuine desire by those affected and assisting to cooperate with the 
media, and there appeared to be no antagonism towards the media except in an isolated incident 
discussed later. 
 
The Australian media scales down 
 
By Wednesday, 22 July, the Australian media was beginning to scale down its coverage when 
the international media began arriving, mostly French, US and UK interests. It is estimated that 
between 30 and 40 media representatives from outside of PNG visited the area during the week. 
The Australian Army responded with a medical team and support. It sent nine accredited media 
representatives and established a satellite station for the media's use, although this was not 
functioning until late Monday.  Most of the media stayed at the northern town, Vanimo, and 
travelled into the most affected area, Sissano during the day. Some walked from Sissano into 
Arup and the lagoon areas, which were worst affected. Many injured were evacuated to either 
Vanimo, Aitape or Wewak to the south east.  
 
What happened? 
 
It appears that the villagers, who were primarily fishermen, had about 80 years earlier moved 
from present-day Irian Jaya and settled on a coastal strip backed by a lagoon. The villagers are 
mostly devout Catholics. At the time of the tsunami most of the villagers were preparing their 
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evening meal. A number of school-aged children had arrived from outside the area for a "sing-
sing", a sort of social concert and were staying at Sissano.  
 
The roar of the eruption and the noise of the waves was heard by many. Some went to the shore 
to look out and within minutes saw what was described as fire on the waves. This was possibly a 
reflection of the sunset on the erupted sea. Shortly afterwards, a huge noise was heard, described 
by the survivors like “a continuous jet aircraft roar”, “a continuous explosive sound”, “like a 
bombing or a huge waterfall”. Many ran for their lives inland or swam into the lagoon. 
 
The first wave, which was reported to be higher than a building or the mission house, which was 
estimated to be approximately 15 to 20 metres high, caused major damage. Shortly afterwards, 
and reports vary, from between seconds to minutes, a second similar wave struck which caused 
the major loss of life and damage and this was followed by a third. Many of those that fled 
inland, who were not killed by the first wave, were shattered and impaled on the mangroves and 
broken trees to the rear of the now obliterated villages as the waves surged forward and 
backwards.  
 
In the disaster, many were drowned or suffered horrific injuries and died before they could be 
found and assisted. Some ran into the hinterland for days before they were located. Many of the 
dead and injured were savaged by hungry dogs, pigs and crocodiles, and later in the week, there 
were reports of other sea creatures feeding off the corpses. After a drowned body has been 
underwater for a few days the gasses build up and they float to the surface (floaters) and this, 
plus the infestation of the sea creatures into the bodies, was regarded by the survivors and 
outsiders as the most horrific aspect. Many of the bodies on the beach, land and in the mangroves 
were savaged by animals. 
 
Four to five days after the disaster, many bodies began to float up to the surface. One of the more 
unpleasant duties of the military and police was to shoot holes into the corpses, often of people 
they knew, to release the gases and allow them to sink to avoid the stench and sight of them 
rotting on the surface. 
 
Many survivors refused to return for fear of further waves. Some did and attempted to find their 
family, friends and recover any remaining possessions. Many bodies without identification were 
buried or burned by the survivors and emergency patrols. Within a few days the area was 
declared off-limits because of the threat of disease to those attempting to bury or dispose of the 
dead. Until the general declared limits, there were apparently no restrictions placed on media 
access except that permission was needed to accompany the body patrols. These were groups of 
police, soldiers and volunteers who went out to identify victims and dispose of the corpses. The 
smell of the decaying bodies became over-powering and most people into the area wore masks.  
 
Some villagers wandered and stayed in the hinterland for days, sometimes assisted by the inland 
tribes and others began rebuilding their villages further inland where they were able or allowed 
by the other tribes.   
 
Considerable relief was ultimately provided from overseas. The initial rescue efforts would not 
have been as effective without the cooperation of the aircraft provided by the nearby missions, 
mining companies and other commercial operators. Later the PNG and Australian Defence 
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Forces provided significant logistical and medical support. The stories of the early medical 
responses were heroic and their continued performance under great difficulties did reduce the 
numbers of deaths and adverse health of the injured significantly. It was reported that some died 
a slow and painful death due to saline poisoning where too much digestion of sea water destroys 
the lungs.    
 
The effect on some of the media 
 
This author researched 14 journalists who went to the disaster on a face to face basis through 
extended interviews. The format for the qualitative interview was to outline the purpose of the 
study first and then allow the interviewee to talk about the whole topic, focussing on their 
experiences at the PNG tsunami. They all agreed to cooperate and gave their information "on the 
record". All were experienced media and some also recounted the thoughts and feelings of their 
colleagues. They are from radio, TV and print. Most were effected and some profoundly. All had 
reported on trauma before and most had reported on at least one major disaster previously. All 
went to Vasimo and the site of the tsunami and all were working for Australian news agencies. 
All who were asked for interviews agreed.  
 
In all more than 40 journalists from outside the region visited the area worst hit by the tsunami, 
(they called this the ‘zone’), with the first arriving on Sunday, ie two days after the tidal waves 
had hit at about dusk on Friday. While it is not known for certain, it is understood there were no 
journalists as such working in the local area at the time. All of the journalists flew in from either 
other parts of PNG or from outside PNG, mostly from Australia. The first reliable stories to go 
out to the world were from second hand missionary reports about midday on Saturday and by 
Sunday some idea of the gravity of the death and destruction was beginning to filter out. 
 
Sean Dorney of the ABC, based in Port Moresby, was one of the first journalists to arrive at the 
site and begin to send reliable stories out. He is married to a PNG national and at the time had 
worked in PNG for more than 17 years.  
 
Sean Dorney said;  
 
"We broke the story. I was alerted on Saturday morning through a friend [Rob Perrier] that I 
had in Vasimo. All of the mission's radios got wiped out. Aitape was on the fringe but no one 
realised the extent...the early news was that six were killed and some injured." 
 
Sean went there via Wewak and eventually arrived at the site on Sunday morning when the ABC 
was able to get the first footage out. He walked through some of the worst areas and described 
the carnage as simply "appalling...whole villages were just wiped out where some of the 
survivors were just trying to bury their dead...one man was burying his wife and there were eight 
bodies lying nearby." 
 
He flew back to Port Moresby that evening and filed a number of stories but "it had a personal 
impact, a disaster of that magnitude is almost impossible to comprehend...I hardly slept that 
night and was still feeling the effects of flying in an unpressurised aircraft”. He was scheduled to 
fly back the next morning, ie Monday and had all the administrative things to organise. An ABC  
colleague, Dick Palmer, arrived from Australia and he and Sean went back on Monday.   
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 55 
   
 
 
By Sunday afternoon a number of Australian based journalists had arrived. A full scale 
evacuation of the wounded had already been in progress since Saturday and Sunday until last 
light. 
 
Brian Woodley of The Australian arrived early on Sunday afternoon with some Channel Nine 
staff. They had travelled from Australia on Saturday, left Port Moresby about 3am Sunday to fly 
via Wewak and from there flew over the disaster site before landing.  
 
"We were actually looking for something that wasn't there," Brian Woodley said. "I knew we 
were over the site with the change in vegetation as it was all thinned out." He and his colleague 
photographer, Patrick Hamilton, were the first media to visit the Vasimo hospital. 
 
"The superintendent took us through every ward , we saw everyone there...it was the faraway 
eyes that got me. These people were in a state of shock... the wards were overflowing, nursing 
resources were overwhelmed...it was death by chance." 
 
In common with the others journalists interviewed, Brian felt an acute need to report accurately 
so the world would know the true extent of the disaster. "I felt a responsibility to report as ably 
as I could. I won't say I was detached. I was on emotional tenderhooks." 
 
Chris Reason of Channel Seven arrived at the site on Monday but did not begin producing his 
stories until Tuesday. A Channel 7 camera and sound crew had reached the area on Sunday and 
were forced to sleep on the beach Sunday night. Chris Reason, like the others interviewed, could 
not avoid comparing the tsunami to other stories. He felt the local people were incredibly 
receptive to the media and were gracious in their tragedy which he partly explained was the 
realisation that outside help was needed, they reflected their strong religious faith, their awe to 
some extent of outside Caucasians and their equipment and that the survivors were in shock.   
(During the interview with the author he compared, with disgust, the way he and the other media 
were treated by the local Thredbo villagers to the point that he never wanted to go back to 
Thredbo. He felt the media behaved with the greatest of restraint at Thredbo. He said the media 
were refused service at the local shops and the nearest service station. He was abused and 
assaulted by a local who had recognised him from the TV. This developed into a full fist fight to 
which the police had to be called.) 
 
About his arrival at the scene he said; "We jumped on helicopters and flew down to Vanimo and 
that was about a 30 minute flight, jumped out and took a few shots, did the stand-ups that we 
needed to do on the ground for no more than 30 minutes and left. I was there about three and 
half days after the tidal wave. There was plenty of debris and there certainly was no clean up at 
that stage. There were bodies littered in the lake and there were bodies on the foreshore. The 
helicopter pilot and the cameraman in the front kept saying as the bodies came up; 'It's more 
pig-fucking,' as the wild pigs were attacking the bodies that had been washed up. I actually 
thought at the time when the phrase was used that the pigs were actually having some sexual 
encounter with the bodies. But that wasn't the case. They were digging them up for food. There 
was wreckage everywhere. Places where there were villages, were no longer. I mean there were 
stumps but no houses and there were piles of drift wood all over the place." 
 
Ian McPhedron of The Canberra Times also arrived on the Monday and almost immediately flew 
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over the site in a helicopter. His first image was the sight of the "floaters" in the lagoon, the 
drowned that had risen to the surface. When he got on the ground he said there was "an 
overwhelming smell of death...the survivors were living under canvass...they were dazed...the 
rescuers were very pragmatic and wanted stories out so that they could get money and supplies 
in to help...they were talking about their needs and resettlement. No, I wasn't going to get too 
close...I haven't been affected psychologically, but I wonder how some of the others [journos] 
are getting on...most hacks are hard-nosed bastards and seek their solace in the bottle or 
whatever...it was smelly and what the pigs and dogs were doing was pretty gruesome..." 
 
Mike Lyons of Channel Nine flew in on Sunday. 
 
Brendon OMalley from The Courier Mail was based in Cairns and flew in on the Monday.       
 
Patrick Hamilton, a photographer with The Australian flew in on Monday. He left the site about 
five days later when nearly all the media left. He returned about two weeks later to do a follow-
up series of photographs  
 
The effect on some of the media 
 
Nearly all had reported on trauma before and most had reported on at least one major disaster 
previously. In addition two senior Salvation Army chaplains were interviewed (both spent time 
at the tsunami disaster site but some days later) and the head of Defence Public Relations was 
also interviewed. It is accepted that this is a small selected sample. 
 
Without exception all wished to see some management process or support program for post 
trauma debriefing and/or counselling in place for the media. Except in a very few cases this was 
not provided and a few used or were offered the ADF debriefing process. However the media 
representatives said that some of their colleagues showed support when they returned and in a 
few cases senior management said that if they needed anything it would be provided. However 
two said there was nothing suggested and they were not even asked by senior management how 
they felt. Both of these said they coped with trauma in their own way. If they needed help they 
would have sought this away from their employment. All agreed that if they expressed any 
concern about their own well-being after covering the tsunami disaster, they may have been 
taken off such assignments in the future and that their careers could suffer. They felt that the so-
called confidential disclosure of any post traumatic symptoms may place some risk on their 
careers. They said that any such assistance would have to be provided outside the organisation 
and with complete confidentiality. Some did use the Australian Defence Force debriefing 
counsellors provided for the military personnel there.  
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INDIVIDUAL JOURNALISTS RESPONSES TO THE TSUNAMI  
 
Some of the individual journalists responses are discussed below to illustrate the effect the 
coverage of the tsunami had on them and its broader implications. Not all the 14 journalists 
interviewed have been included but those who have realistically represented similar views 
expressed by others.  
 
Case 1 
 
One journalist said he suffered traumatic flash-backs after he returned from PNG; 
 
“...I have a career littered with some of the world’s biggest disasters...you know from Bosnia to 
the Kobe earthquake to Thredbo to Di’s funeral to the Estonian ferry disaster to the Dunblain 
massacre...all of these different tragic events...I have never re-acted. Never, never been a 
problem. [only days after returning to Australia he travelled to Thredbo for the one year 
memorial service.]...but for some reason that must have triggered me, because it was on the 
second night of the memorial, straight after the candle light vigil on the night of the anniversary 
of Thredbo, I finished filing my last news’ report. About 1am I hit the bed and about 4am woke 
up in the coldest of sweats, not crying, but terribly emotional, and I had been through a moment I 
don’t know how long, obviously more than three hours I had been asleep. I had dreamt about 
every single suppressed memory of tragedy and personal disaster that I had covered in my 
career from death knocks to disasters to tragedies. Everything, everything came bubbling back 
up. Nothing to do with PNG from memory...all the things I was telling you about came back, and 
with specific detail...I just lay in bed thinking about all the things I had done. All the parents I 
had conned into letting me talk to them. All the moments I had of tears and crying and photo 
albums and the untouched bedrooms of their sons and daughters. All these things I thought 
about, and I don’t know why and I don’t know how and I don’t- but anyway that was it, I got up 
the next morning and went on with the job of Thredbo and haven’t had any similar occurrences 
since.” 
 
His recounting of the tsunami assignment was tempered with concern that as a TV news 
journalist they had little time to interact with the survivors. But he was effected by a burning 
funeral pyre which they sighted from a helicopter. On landing they found the pyre consisted of 
about 20 to 30 bodies which the relatives had lit because the authorities had been unable to help 
dispose of the dead.  
 
He was also effected by seeing bodies being savaged by marauding pigs and dogs. However he 
said he was able to remain in professional control and considered he was there to do a reporter’s 
job, get in and get out with the best story. 
 
He said that TV is a hit-and-run story process where it is sometimes easier to maintain control 
and not to become too involved. But it soon became impossible for him not to. He described 
putting the  helicopter down near a huge funeral pyre where some people with masks were 
burning bodies. He could see other fires. They asked for permission to use it as a backdrop. This 
was agreed provided they moved back.   
 
“It was impossible to be cursorybut we are not hired to sit there and show our emotionswe 
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are hired to do the job, get the facts and get outso that’s the way I handled the situationI 
tried not to get too close to the people” 
 
But the experience did make him question his role as a reporter. He recalled when he first began 
as a idealistic young reporter that he believed he could change things and make a difference. He 
doubted whether he had achieved this with some of the other tragedies he has covered as a 
reporter. He felt that he had done that covering the PNG tsunami which gave him some 
satisfaction. Along with a number of others journalists interviewed he was again surprised by 
how quickly the story moved. At one point they could barely get enough news out to satisfy 
demand and the area was full of the media. Almost as suddenly, within a few days of the frantic 
arrival of the media, within a few hours the media packed up and left as the story lost its 
prominence and the huge media entourage, with all its equipment and urgency, was gone.  
 
Case 2 
 
A print journalist, who had become very involved in obtaining stories from the survivors at the 
tsunami site had to transit through Cairns on his way back to Sydney, Australia. While waiting 
for his connecting flight for Sydney, being a smoker, he went outside of the terminal to light his 
cigarette. It was then that he broke down and cried outside for a number of minutes, to the point 
that his nose bled, and felt that was part of his way of attempting to deal with the tragedy. 
 
He was obviously affected by the plight of those he saw at the site. He said as he toured the 
overcrowded hospital in Vissimo, littered with the dead and injured on the beds and on the floors 
everywhere, it was their eyes that he noticed most.   
 
“It was the look in their eyes that got to methese people were in a state of shocktheir 
suffering was interesting even through they were in this state they were still able to explain in 
most cases through an interpreter what had happenedthey spoke through their own story and 
then, almost as an afterthought, talked about their lossesit was death by chancethat is their 
life. 
 
I won’t say I was detachedbut Patrick [the photographer] and I felt almost obscene being 
white healthy males standing there among their injured bodiesWe were able to go wherever 
we wanted. We walked down to the lagoonsome buildings were still intact. But then it got 
worse; the mounds of fresh graves, people buried where they had died, the bodies, the 
floatersthe scale of the death was impossible for them [the people clearing up] and us to cope 
with.   
 
We met Daniel, a man in his 40s, who was sitting on, what remained, of his front step. He had 
just buried his wife. We wanted a picture of him. He had survived by clinging to the top of a 
coconut tree. His wife was buried out the back covered by a door, two sheets of iron and a 
broken canoe. He began to remove these and was going to uncover her until we realisedWe 
stopped him and felt terrible.” 
 
He said that when the then PNG Prime Minister, Bill Skate, arrived he broke down and cried and 
he fully understood.  He began to feel some euphoria that he was keeping ahead of the story and 
getting his copy filed. He felt keeping busy this way was partly his way of dealing with the 
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magnitude of the tragedy.  He felt a challenge to get out the most heart rending survivor stories 
but said that this took an emotional toll.   
 
He even had time to reflect on why the story had such strong “news value.” He had covered 
other disasters such as aircraft crashes, fires, sunken ferries but these had less news effect and 
interest. He said the tropical tsunami story had a wide appeal as almost everyone could picture 
themselves standing on an idealic beach confronted by a huge tidal wave. Everyone who lives 
near the sea from Bondi to the west Californian coast could imagine it.  
 
He left the area on Friday even as more and more bodies were “still popping up” as the story had 
moved on and the authorities had closed off the area because of the risk of disease and effect on 
those working in the area. It had a big impact on him when he arrived back in  Australia.  
 
He felt positive that he had helped by simply doing his job but on reflection didn’t like some of 
the petty little spats between journalists. He felt frustrated and in a dilemma of wanting to report 
on how some of the aid was miss-used or siphoned off and chose not to. This negativity was 
offset by his satisfaction that he had tried to get the message out that they needed help and 
international aid was provided.    
 
He received no counselling, or even offers of it, and said he would have liked to have at least 
been asked. Simply put, he would have liked more support when he returned from that 
assignment. 
 
Case 3 
 
The photographer was one of the few media to go out in a boat for several hours searching for 
and assessing the extent of the damage and dead. He recounts that the lagoon was littered with 
bodies and body parts. He felt most effected when they came across the body of a six month old 
baby, because of the mental association he made to his own six month daughter at home in 
Australia. He took less than half a roll of film during that four hour trip and took very few 
photographs of the bodies because he knew they could not and would not be used. He felt 
justified in the use of some of  his more graphic photos because the outside world needed to 
become aware of the extent of the disaster. Most of those he submitted were used.  
 
Of all those interviewed he was the only one who wanted to return to the region, which he did 
about two weeks later when he again visited the most devastated areas and the hospital and he 
felt that his revisit helped him cope with his emotions about the trauma. It was on his return trip 
about two weeks later that he took a photograph of four amputee boys, injured in the tsunami, in 
the hospital which won him the 1998 Walkley award.  
 
On his return from his first visit he broke down and cried on his first night back home in 
Australia. He then got up early in the morning and went and cuddled his daughter. He said his 
wife was very supportive.  He felt an overwhelmingly thankfulness for his own relationships. He 
said covering the tsunami had developed a strong spiritual response in him and on reflection had 
been a  a sad but worthwhile experience. He felt proud of the national response provided by 
Australia to help the survivors. He has a deep admiration for the villagers who he said were 
heroic and he was impressed by their family, religious and tribal ties which were provided 
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comfort and support and were helping them to rebuild. 
 
He considered that it was easier at times to look through a lens and not think too much about 
what he was photographing. His own difficulties were compounded by trying to find a secure 
way of getting his photographs out for transmission which he initially did by sending his film 
with the pilot or someone travelling out on the departing aircraft to Port Moresby. 
 
He was however annoyed with his own organisation which had initially agreed over the 
telephone to him having some time off when he returned from the first initial trip. This was 
reversed on his arrival home when he was told that he had to report back with two days off 
which was his normal entitlement  anyway. From his viewpoint this was without justification. He 
considered that he did not need direct counselling support (he said he didn’t really want any of 
that “navel-gazing bullshit”), but counselling was surprisingly offered to him through a different 
media organisation, as he had worked as a ‘pool photographer’. They had offered it to their own 
staff, so offered it to him. He felt that his management should have at least offered it and allowed 
him the extra time off that he had requested. 
 
Case  4 
 
Another print journalist felt nauseous for some time after his arrival and did not see any need to 
go and search for bodies but reported the story more from official reports and those in the 
hospital. He was moved by the suffering and the slow death of some the survivors. He was 
however more effected by the raised tensions with some of the other journalists at the disaster 
site and back at their accommodation at Vanimo when some accusations were made that one 
media group had behaved unethically. This has made him question the whole media process and 
the validity of covering disasters. At the time of the author’s interview with him he was 
questioning the broader role of reporters covering a major of disaster, which was essentially to 
sell stories to make a profit for the media owners and shareholders. He took little comfort from 
the argument that the media’s coverage directly contributed to the size of the rescue response and 
alerted the local authorities and the international community and aid groups of the need to 
provide assistance. 
 
For him the experience was totally unpleasant and he wished he had not covered it. He felt most 
effected by the altercation which he had with another media group over proposing to write a 
critical piece on their alleged unethical behaviour. He felt, on hindsight, that he had not handled 
the altercation very well. 
 
He felt he had unreal expectation placed on him without much consideration for his own 
wellbeing and the difficulties he was confronted with as outlined previously. This was a common 
thread with many of the other journalists interviewed who complained of the unreal expectations 
placed on them and their colleagues to perform almost impossible tasks to provide pictures and 
stories particularly because of the technology and isolation difficulties. This was added to by the 
constant competitiveness that always exists between the media at the site and the comparisons 
made back at home by their news editors about their stories compared with their competitors. 
 
Case 5 
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Another journalist with considerable experience spoke highly of the general standard adopted by 
the Australian media members who went to the site, with the exception of the alleged ethical 
issue eluded to above. He did concede however that he was not directly involved.  
 
He felt the general story was so big that everyone was able to get their own stories and they were 
greatly assisted by the cooperation of the authorities and the villagers. He was concerned that on 
his return very little support was provided. However he did not request it, but considered it 
should have been offered. He felt no particular special reaction, and he partly explained that this 
was because he has a special interest in another country and felt that was where he directed his 
concern. He said if had he needed some help he would have asked his own general practitioner. 
He would not have approached his own organisation for various reasons, but did consider it 
should and must be provided in the future. 
 
He considered that the local villagers’ response to the media was something that was positively 
different to the tragedies he had covered in Australia, where the initial response could sometimes 
be hostile towards the media (as at Thredbo).  He said that in Australia it took some time for 
people directly effected by a trauma or tragedy to realise that the media can, through its publicity, 
garnish support. He wished this could be followed by some Australians and wondered whether 
there was just a “knee-jerk “ hostile response to the media because of some myth or general 
community attitude.   
 
Salvation Army Chaplain Lieutenant Colonel Don Woodland was also interviewed for this study 
and he also referred to this apparent initial hostile attitude to the media phenomena and said he 
had regularly tried to counter it. He said he took a practical step at the memorial service held 
outside the Royal Hobart Hospital after the Port Arthur massacre, when he offered personal 
thanks to the media and which he said was warmly responded to by the gathering by clapping. 
The journalist interviewed said he considered that too often the media was attacked just for 
covering a traumatic story and later when the community and authorities wanted some 
favourable media coverage they were then surprised at the media’s coolness. He was particularly 
critical of the reaction to the media at Thredbo. 
 
Case  6. 
 
This journalist was the first to break the story to the outside world and was a long term resident 
of PNG. He realised about midday Saturday that it was a big story. He and another reporter 
arrived in the area about 11am Sunday. MTV had managed that night to get a story to air using 
footage from one of the Catholic missionaries.  
 
He filed numerous radio and TV stories and what effected him the most was that so many 
children were killed, injured or missing. He was affected by the lack of oxygen as they flew over 
the mountain range and this contributed to his lack of well being. He flew back to Port Moresby 
on Sunday night but hardly slept. He returned the next day. A major problem he encountered was 
that he had to organise everything himself and he felt this added to his general stress. He felt so 
overwhelmed by the lack of appreciation of the size of the disaster and the lack of support that he 
seriously considered resigning on Sunday night and expressed this to an immediate boss. 
 
“There were enormous expectations placed on us and we just had to keep performing, acting as 
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editor, doing TV and radio stories... and I told [his boss] how I was feeling...when I noticed the 
trauma most was when I was doing a story for radio Australia and was on the ground at Vanimo 
when I expressed my feelings. It was a horrific story where in some cases schools had lost half 
their students. In one case 170 students were gone.” 
 
He said his organisation does offer post trauma counselling but he considered it was too late 
then. He was most consoled by his wife.  He cited the disaster itself as a major cause of his stress 
but this was made considerably worse by having very little back-up and having to do almost 
everything himself. He was also a little bemused by the fact that when he first arrived at the 
disaster site there were no satellite facilities provided, these were transported in later by the 
Australian military, so they were too late for him. When he returned later in the week they were 
pulling the technology out, so he missed out by being in too early then too late and as a result 
missed out all around. He was critical of the way some of the TV media handled their stories and 
felt they were staged and very superficial. He considered that a lack of understanding of the 
media fuels some of the criticism and allegations of them being like vultures. 
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CHAPTER SIX : FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS.   
 
WHAT CAN BE DONE?  
 
There appear to be three basic principles established by those who seek PTSD support and 
counselling in the work place. These are: 
 
1. People prefer initially to discuss and talk about work related trauma issues with their 
colleagues, ie those who they consider have or may have had similar experiences and 
understand the context and culture of their industry, 
 
2. People suffering from PTSD, or who consider they may be at risk, want their matters 
treated with sensitivity and complete confidentiality. They are greatly worried that their 
employer may find out about their concerns prematurely before they are prepared to have 
that information known or acted on formally in a work-place structure.  
 
3. It is highly likely that once a person has undergone some initial counselling for PTSD, 
that other expert assistance may be required. This may be either to administer medical 
advice or assistance, to provide other counselling in connected but unrelated areas, or 
because a work colleague may not be able to provide the ongoing support the person 
needs. 
 
 
In the interviews conducted for this thesis it was found that the journalists who felt concerned 
about their personal reactions to traumatic stories most frequently spoke with other 
colleagues about their experiences. It was stated by them that they felt more comfortable 
talking with people they felt had, or may have had, undertaken similar stories and 
experienced similar reactions. The most common response when asked “what did they do 
about the stories that adversely affected them”, was to say they got drunk with their  
colleagues or discussed these types of stories with individual work-mates over a drink. Very 
few felt they could share their experiences with their spouse or partner and most felt that they 
did not wish to share those types of concerns with their close family. A number of journalists 
spoke of the significant support and comfort they received from their spouse, partner or 
family. Most felt that the particular issues of reporting trauma were not matters they could 
discuss with them. A distinction then should be drawn between general moral support and 
specific work-related support which can be best given by a person who understands the work 
practices and pressures of journalism, ie another journalist. 
 
In a most recent study released in 2001 of an Australian newspaper group the author, Jocelyn 
Suiter, said that “the news room culture did not provide an environment where journalists 
felt comfortable showing their emotions or seeking professional help.” (Suiter, 2001, p 82). 
Her study showed that only 13 per cent said they suffered no effects from covering traumatic 
stories, almost half said they could not stop thinking about particular stories, and many others 
disclosed some disquietening longer term effects from their stories. (ibid p86).     
 
The traditional antidote given by unsympathetic, or perhaps sympathetic but not very helpful, 
news editors or chiefs of staff for traumatised journalists has been to tell them; “to go and get 
well-and-truly drunk but make sure you are right to start your next shift tomorrow”. This of 
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course has a down side and has not always been helpful particularly if the person is already 
struggling with PTSD symptoms or already has some difficulty with substance abuse. 
 
Some organisations, such as the police, ambulance and military services, have compulsory 
“debriefings” arranged by their employer after a traumatic incident. Journalists interviewed in 
this study did not favour this practice. Part of their objections to a “compulsory” debriefing 
was that they felt it should be entirely voluntary and they preferred to talk about these types 
of issues when and where they wanted. They also felt  that compulsory debriefings could 
raise some unwarranted issues such as the poor management or unreal expectations placed on 
some of the reporting staff during the course of reporting a traumatic event. What many of 
the more senior reporters said though was that such compulsory debriefings could be useful 
for the junior or less experienced journalists. When it was suggested to them that if they 
went, the less experienced journalists may be more willing to attend, as a means of support 
they felt more comfortable with the compulsory debriefing concept. 
 
Most of the journalists consulted for this study worked for major news organisations which 
all have an in-house counselling support service, or if not, have a consultant type support 
network available to employees. One of these at Channel 7 has the unfortunate acronym of 
SNAP which has become the butt of some in-house jokes. But more seriously, many of the 
staff felt uncomfortable using an employer-sponsored counselling or support service because 
it was seen as being inevitably linked to their employer and thus was perceived as not being 
confidential. There was a constant and repeated expression of concern about this topic from 
all journalists that they were worried that if they raised the spectre of not coping with trauma 
or its side effects, and if this somehow became known, they would be taken off their round, 
be given lesser duties or worse still, lose their job.      
 
The partial solution offered by the New Ltd organisation in Wopping, London, UK, was, 
according to its representatives, to provide their employees with full private health insurance 
cover as part of their engagement packages. This meant, as explained  by their representative, 
that if any employee felt “traumatised” or was at some risk of PTSD then they could have 
unlimited “counselling” with a counsellor of their choice at the employer’s expense. He felt 
this meant that the employee was to some extent covered if someone considered they needed 
expert help, but they agreed that this did not really mean that they could automatically talk to 
a colleague.  Interestingly News Ltd in London at the time of these interviews had engaged a 
fulltime counsellor for the general staff, who as it happened had some experience as a PTSD 
counsellor as he had previously worked for British Rail. In this capacity he had dealt with a 
number of employee relations concerns about trauma particularly for train drivers who had to 
deal with the sudden deaths of people who either fell or jumped in front of their trains. He 
agreed that an employer should take a normal duty of care for their employees when through 
their work they witnessed or were exposed to factors which could produce PTSD. He agreed 
that employees were concerned about confidentiality and wanted first of all to talk with 
colleagues and keep it away from their employer. His role at News Ltd was primarily to deal 
with general staff counselling, much of which was unrelated to PTSD. He did say that at the 
time of my interviews New Ltd were grappling with what to do with a particular 
photographer who had covered a horrific bombing and had felt unable to work any more as a 
news photographer. The problem appeared to that there were no other positions that he could 
fill      (Wopping, London, 1999).   
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The newsroom environment  
 
A significant element in this context is that there are few other working activities or work 
environments similar to a newsroom or news gathering process. A number of factors make 
their work unique, particularly in the context of journalists possibly suffering PTSD; 
 
1. Many reporters and photographers work alone or with very little direct companionship 
and teamwork when covering a story, unlike other professionals at a trauma scene, eg 
police, ambulance, firefighters and rescue teams, who have a close camaraderie. This 
particularly applies to freelancers and makes it difficult for them to share and diffuse their 
concerns with another reporter if no one else is working with them.  
 
2. Modern western news reporting is highly competitive and often places extreme demands 
on one reporter not to disclose prematurely to another what aspect of a story they may 
have covered. This means that when they are out on a job while some sharing of 
information occurs, most journalists feel that their own leads and interviews are very 
much their own and could be threatened by sharing these with journalists from a 
competing news group. The competitive nature of the news gathering process of course 
has its own pressure which becomes more significant when combined with trauma. It also 
creates a feeling of isolation sometimes when competing with other journalists. It can be 
very lonely working solo when dealing with traumatic issues. Print journalists are 
sometimes accompanied by a photographer and normally a  TV crew will have a reporter, 
camera and sound crew. It can be very lonely for a radio journalist. If this is combined 
with a hostile crowd, police or even victim, it can be daunting and add to the journalist’s 
anxiety. Print and then radio journalist Alexandra Wake said she found it difficult 
travelling in her car after covering a trauma without the company of a colleague and 
especially when she began working solo as a radio reporter. The author’s experience was 
that it was comforting to work and travel with a  photographer and the conversation in the 
vehicle afterwards with the photographer was therapeutic.     
 
3. The very nature of news means that journalists will have to encounter and report on 
traumatic events and the people affected by them and then deal with ‘downstream’ 
colleagues and bosses based at the newsroom who will simply see those stories as “damn 
good yarns”. The journalists will inevitably find an apparent callousness from those 
processing the traumatic news events. Sometimes traumatic stories will also be trivialised 
and because the journalist will have dealt directly with the victims, their families or 
friends, they may feel some anger about the almost inhuman way in which tragedies are 
handled in the news context. (This may require some news editors, sub-editors, producers 
etc to be more alert and supportive to journalists who have covered or are regularly 
covering trauma).           
 
4. Many news stories carry a very tight deadline which means, apart from the competition 
angle mentioned above, that journalists will not often have the time to “indulge” their 
feelings during the reporting of trauma. These tight deadlines naturally add to the normal 
pressures in the workplace. It means too that journalists will have to deal with people 
quickly to get the facts and move on possibly neglecting sometimes to even observe the 
common courtesies and this may be especially insenstive to victims. This spills over into 
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the difficult area of empathy and often a person who has suffered or witnessed a trauma 
will reveal some very personal and private matters and may even cry or show anger or 
frustration during an interview. The journalist may feel guilty that their deadlines may not 
allow them to give the victims much time.  A journalist covering a trauma will often have 
a sense that the victims are being exploited for a news story (this was a common thread of 
the interviews conducted) and will feel more positive about such stories if there is a 
positive angle, eg catching an offender or in the case of the PNG tsunami (referred to 
earlier) prompting aid and government support.   
 
5. The deathknock or intrusions are perhaps one of the most disagreeable tasks faced by 
journalists and is discussed elsewhere but it is still part of the news process in some 
stories. While its use in practice is declining a little in modern journalism it remains a 
major issue confronting journalists dealing with trauma. Briefly stated, it is this author’s 
view and the view of many of those interviewed that much of the angst can be removed 
from the deathknock apprehensions by accepting the role of an intermediary as is 
common in some states in Australia. It should also be a journalist’s choice as to whether 
they do it or not. It should not be imposed by a chief of staff or editor.   
 
6. Most professional journalists are only too well aware that they can unwittingly become 
part of the news merely because of their presence, eg a person threatening suicide may 
commit that act because they think the media expects it or may report or photograph it, or 
in the case of demonstrations, demonstrators may “put on a show” simply for the 
cameras. Journalists could feel some sense of responsibility both positively or negatively 
that they may have precipitated some degree of violence or may have been the main 
cause. 
 
7. The newsroom culture has traditionally been very macho and for a journalist to disclose 
that they may not be coping is not easy in that context. In fact many would feel guilty if 
they perceive themselves as being regarded as weak or not mentally tough enough to deal 
with the hard face of news, until it was too late when they may leave their job or develop 
negative PTSD symptoms. They may well be seen by their colleagues and bosses as not 
being able to cope either which may make some reluctant to seek help and may make 
them feel even worse that their symptoms are a weakness. 
 
8. In the job-market journalists are regarded as expendable (or easily replaced) and the jobs 
that most journalists undertake are highly-valued by them particularly if they are doing a 
particular round such as the police/crime round, and to put their job or at least the job 
they like best, at risk raises some huge barriers to revealing if they are struggling with 
PTSD. It is a real threat that someone who may be suffering PTSD may well lose their 
journalism position because they, often quite correctly, perceive that there are plenty of 
others who are anxious to fulfil their role. 
 
Trauma often produces a wish to apportion blame. 
 
Professor Frank Ochberg has said in interviews with this author that in the context of 
journalism that often after a traumatic event, the person will want to blame someone (often an 
authority figure)for what has happened or what has happened to them. He said a person 
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affected by PTSD will often try to identify an authority figure who either in fact or is 
perceived to have been the cause or partial cause to something going wrong. Tied to this is a 
perception that the employer or the boss or whoever is calling the shots, in the newsgathering 
process and this is likely to be the bureau chief, chief of staff, new editor or producer, will be 
blamed to some extent.  
 
If a person begins the process of seeking some counselling, either formally or informally, it 
will often lead to concerns about other issues, eg they may have health problems, 
sleeplessness, depression, marital concerns, financial difficulties or family worries etc. It is 
difficult for a colleague to handle these more complex issues and to provide the expertise and 
the time for a colleague under these circumstances. It is also regarded as unwise and unfair to 
expect a colleague to be able to provide 24 hour-a-day support to help a colleague who is 
suffering PTSD symptoms. Either as a team approach or separately it is therefore desirable 
that the skilled counsellor or medical practitioner be included in an ongoing role. This should 
at least be financially paid for by the employer and realistically may need some limits placed 
on the extent, ie the number of counsellor visits per person allowed. But it still should remain 
confidential. So if the process becomes protracted it is important for skilled counsellors with 
an understanding of journalism to be available. It has also been suggested during the research 
for this thesis that retired journalists may be available or a pool established of available 
journalists to provide ongoing support. It has also been suggested to the author when this was 
discussed at San Antonio in November 2000 that a “parachute group” be available on call to 
attend and support journalism colleagues in the event of a major traumatic event, such as the 
Oklahoma bombing, Port Arthur Massacre, the PNG tsunami, the Columbine shooting etc.     
 
The emphasis on using colleagues, ie peers, is further confirmed by Jocelyn Suiter’s recent 
research and allows a flexibility that may be beyond management’s capacity;  
 
 “The newspaper industry has begun to recognise that stress is a workplace issue…However, 
the ambivalent attitudes of editorial managers at this newspaper towards counselling, and 
their lack of ability to understand their staff’s emotional needs, encouraged journalists to 
save face and avoid seeking help. Editorial management was unable to judge when staff 
needed or wanted help. They were also were not able to make offers of counselling in a 
manner which would not be treated with suspicion.” (Suiter, 2001, p95).    
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PROPOSED MODEL TO ASSIST JOURNALISTS 
 
The model. 
 
In the context of the author has proposed a model which may be applied to journalists. (see 
figure 1). 
 
Step 1. 
 
Within every newsroom there would be at least five to 10 per cent of people who are 
regarded by their peers as having leadership qualities in that their colleagues feel comfortable 
talking to them about advice on stories, office strategies, contacts, work concerns etc. These 
people should not already be in a formal leadership role but should have no less than five 
years working experience in journalism. By proper notification and an approach agreed to by 
both staff and management they would be asked whether they would be willing to be peer 
support counsellors (PSC) in a PTSD support role. Once these people had been identified and 
agreed to participate they would be asked to attend a training workshop of most likely about 
two days duration. They would be assured that they would be given a appropriate time (ie 
they could be relieved of their normal duties) to provide this support once it was requested, 
so it would have management endorsement.  
 
Step 2. 
 
Within the counselling community there are skilled professional people who have an interest 
in journalism who would be willing to work with journalists in a PTSD supportive role. Once 
selected and agreed to by both staff and management they would combine with the above 
group of PSCs in a joint training program. They would have to be paid for their time and 
should be involved in the training and on-going development of the program. 
 
Step 3. 
 
Once a pool of both PSCs and skilled counsellors was established and had completed the 
required training they would be available on call as the needs arise. Their names and means 
of contact would be available to the general staff of the newsroom and they could be 
approached without reference to management. As a sub-program, these people (PSC) or 
representatives of them could be made available for a short general seminar to explain the 
process to staff and management and particularly dispel any major concerns the staff may 
have, particularly about confidentiality.  
 
Step 4. 
 
When a journalist became concerned about a traumatic incident or was identified as such or 
they were recommended by colleagues they could approach one of these PSC. It would be 
preferable to approach a PSC first rather than a skilled counsellor because if it was a minor 
matter then it may be satisfactorally dealt with at a one-on-one basis. It would be up to the 
PSC to determine whether other contacts were necessary or to call in the outside skilled 
counsellors or medical practitioners.  
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Step 5. 
 
Once such a contact had been made the peer support colleague could discuss and assess the 
individual case and deal with it or seek support from other trained colleagues (PSC) if 
appropriate or go to the extended support network using the skilled counselling support 
network already established.  
 
[It is important to note that this whole process is fulfilled without any formal notification to 
management hence the two solid lines drawn designating a wall or screen in the diagram to 
emphasise the need for confidentiality so critical to its success]  
 
Step 6.  
 
At any point in the above process the person most affected may feel satisfied their concerns 
had been properly handled and it need not proceed any further. Hopefully most cases would 
be dealt with positively in that way. They must also have the choice to withdraw. The process 
should be entirely voluntary. If it appears that the person’s trauma related problems cannot be 
resolved with just the PSC’s contact and some outside counselling, then a decision would 
have to be made with the support of the person affected, the key PSC and the outside skilled 
counsellors about notifying management. For example it may be necessary for the person to 
change their work role, take extended leave or have some other option offered to them 
formally through the normal management channels. There may be cases where the person 
affected may become seriously and adversely affected and even suicidal which may mean 
that those most closely concerned with the affected person may need to take some action 
even without the person’s consent. This aspect could be dealt with in the training period 
described in Steps 1 and 2.       
 
Newscoverage Unlimited. 
 
During a conference in San Antonio, Texas, USA in November 2000, it was agreed to 
formally establish an international support organisation for journalists world-wide and it was 
formally incorporated as Newscoverage Unlimited (NCU). A board of directors and advisers 
was agreed and it appointed a fulltime Chief executive Officer, Canadian Robert Frank based 
in Montreal. The author was appointed as an international representative.  
 
It was also agreed that this international organisation would begin the process of setting up 
training workshops for journalists in a broad sense to provide them with the basic training 
referred to above. It was initially decided that such a training workshop could either target a 
particular group of journalists working in one organisation or it could invite key journalists 
from a number of different organisations to participate. It was also decided that this 
workshop/training program would include a number of skilled counsellors with expertise in 
this area and an interest in journalism. It was also agreed that in the first instance this should 
concentrate on the US, for logistic reasons as well as established credentials. The first of 
these was held in Memphis in June/July 2001 and was aimed at US photographers.   
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Below is a copy of the news release issued about Newscoverage Unlimited issued on 6 
December 2000.  
 
“Newscoverage Unlimited  
 
Organization formed to help news people who experience trauma  
 
A newly formed organization aims to help news people who experience trauma as part of their work. 
Its first priority will be to raise funds to recruit and deploy a volunteer team of current and former 
news people and trauma specialists.  
 
With founders in the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom and Australia, Newscoverage 
Unlimited aims to promote self-help for newsgatherers. It plans to train news people how to 
recognize trauma's effects, how they can be of help and -- if they can't -- how to get expert assistance.  
Chris Cramer, president of CNN International networks, has agreed to serve as honorary chairman 
of the non-profit initiative.  
 
"As our eyes and ears at disaster sites, news people appear dispassionate," explains Cramer. "Yet no 
journalist, photographer or editor is immune to the impact of intense traumatic events."  
 
Cramer knows well how this can affect a news career. While working for the BBC, he was taken 
hostage during a terrorist attack on a London embassy. Experiences like his have spurred a diverse 
group of news people, journalism professors and trauma experts to form the response organization. 
They will work as a team to help newsgatherers at greatest risk of suffering the after-effects of 
covering traumatic events.  
 
"Covering grisly stories can produce a reaction weeks, months or even a year or more after the 
incident," says Newscoverage Unlimited executive director Robert Frank. "This often involves 
unwelcome memories or upsetting emotions that endlessly intrude on a person's mind or feelings -- 
long after friends, colleagues and family think we ought to be over it.  
 
"Our goal is to strengthen reporting through mutual support and expert resources," Frank concluded, 
"to prevent trauma from limiting the quality or amount of news coverage." 
 
Newscoverage Unlimited also has a close connection with the Dart Foundation (named after 
its supporter, William Dart), which is a US philanthropic funding organisation designed to 
support journalists in need of assistance. A key person in obtaining Dart support was Dr 
Frank Ochberg who told the author that the response when he approached various people to 
help journalists who were troubled was overwhelming. The Dart Foundation’s centre is in 
Seattle, Washington, US and headed by Dr Roger Simpson. It has sponsored a number of 
‘Dart’ awards for excellence in journalism and has been instrumental in supporting the 
formation of NCU and in 2000 granted its first awards outside of the US at the trauma 
conference in Melbourne in March. It supported the attendance of a number of journalists at 
the San Antonio, Texas, conference in November, 2000.  
 
The origins of NCU began with Dr Frank Ochberg but came together through the work of a 
number of people but mostly the now CEO of NCU, Robert Frank. His interest was prompted  
after he served as a Canadian Air Force reserve public affairs officer in September 1998 
when a Swissair aircraft crashed into the sea off Halifax, Canada, killing all on board;  
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“At the end of the first week of the recovery operation, the Canadian military held a news 
conference…to acknowledge the effects of traumatic stress…[during the conference a 
spokesman] said  “You folks in the news media…are the Forgotten Tribe”. He went on to 
observe, accurately, that an extensive system had been implemented to ensure [everyone was 
offered assistance] …except for members of the news media –and some news people had 
indeed seen too much…” 
 
Robert Frank went on to say that the Canadian military provided a toll-free helpline for the 
media if they wanted to use it. On his return to his home later he wondered why there was 
nothing provided for the media? 
 
“I realised that that unless something was done, newspeople would continue to suffer in 
silence. I envisioned an organisation that would promote this self help and involved clinical 
experts where mutual support is not enough.”  (Frank, Robert, (2001). Pages 3-4. NCU paper 
titled “The Forgotten tribe.”).       
 
Teaching program for trainee journalists. 
 
It would be obvious from the above that many prospective journalists would be unaware of 
the extent that they may be exposed to stories and occasions when they could become 
traumatised and/or meet people who are traumatised. It is obvious that this should be a topic 
covered in journalism education and in-house training. Considerable work has been done 
principally at two US universities with a postgraduate program dealing with PTSD and 
journalism; these being Michigan State University, Lansing, Michigan and Washington State 
University in Seattle, Washington. A key component of this program is the use of role 
playing using actors (victims or witnesses) to train journalists. An advisor of this is rape 
victim Migael Scherer who has described her ordeal and concerns about her media treatment 
in a book published in 1992 (Sherer, (1992). The use of real victims in these roles was not 
considered as appropriate due to the revisited stress on them and that those who could 
participate were atypical. Real victims can be used as advisors, such as Migael Scherer, and 
as lecturers/tutors.        
 
Dr Frank Ochberg provides a broad outline of university based training in Cote and 
Simpson’s book pages 237-238, a copy of which is at Attachment F (Cote and Simpson, 
2000). Attachment G is a copy of the objectives of the University of Washington Journalism 
and Trauma program “Covering Traumatic Incidents. A Curriculum for training Student 
Reporters.” 
 
Public Relations work can be just as traumatic. 
 
Because of the author’s experience and background in public affairs as well as journalism 
and in discussions with the CEO of Newscoverage Unlimited, Robert Frank, (who was also 
in public affairs) it became obvious that many of the trauma related problems faced by 
journalists were also common to public affairs officers who dealt with trauma, ie police, fire, 
ambulance rescue media officers, airline company spokesmen and many government 
spokespeople. The author also discussed these aspects with QUT colleague, Trina McLellan, 
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 72 
   
 
who worked with Telecom Australia when there was a fatal shooting in its central office in a 
Melbourne building. She attended the scene. It is agreed by those at the San Antonio 
conference in November 2000 that these officers sometimes face and experience and are 
exposed to more trauma than journalists because they are closer to the actual event than the 
journalist and also have to deal with the victims and families. While it is beyond the scope of 
this study to incorporate their particular problems, it is valuable touching on some related 
issues.   
 
As mentioned above the author worked for nine years with the Australian Federal Police as 
the Director of Information and in that capacity headed a team which carried much of the 
responsibility for the media relations and external/internal corporate affairs of that national 
police organisation. By way of explanation the AFP was responsible for three levels of 
policing; the community policing of the Australian Capital Territory, the national policing 
role, ie enforcing all Federal laws and Australia’s provision of international policing, ie UN, 
INTERPOL, its overseas liaison roles etc. While the latter only occasionally related to 
traumatic issues, such as the Backpacker murders, Australians murdered overseas, or lost at 
sea, etc, the majority of trauma related stories were in the nation’s capital, Canberra.  Of 
these by far the most traumatic was the murder of Assistant Commissioner Col Winchester 
who was shot in his car in a driveway near his home at 9.10pm on January 10, 1989.  He was 
a personal friend of the author for more than 20 years.  
 
The author conducted and arranged numerous press conferences, briefings etc and was privy 
to some of the most detailed information about his murder as well as liaison with his family 
and colleagues. He was the spokesperson who had to respond to the (sometimes hostile) 
media when it was suggested that another senior officer had murdered him, that there was a 
love-triangle involved and that it was the result of a bitter feud between rival police forces. 
(An aggrieved citizen facing police prosecution for an assault was ultimately convicted of his 
murder some two and half years later). It was one of the most difficult assignments this 
author has ever undertaken.  
 
It highlighted that media officers in this capacity are often exposed to much more of the 
intimate details and trauma than even the journalists. It was however tempered with the back-
up of a well established counselling/psychiatry unit which was open to the author and his 
colleagues. This first hand experience of proper in-house debriefing and expert provision of 
support demonstrated to this author how effective this could be. The author has no doubt that 
the process adopted then was instrumental in the author avoiding any long term PTSD 
difficulties, even though within a month, the author was diagnosed with a life-threatening 
illness. 
 
The author could not help drawing the comparison that the police service’s provision of 
support was effective compared to the non-support of his former news media experience, that 
CID does play a legitimate role and that without it, many employees could be adversely 
affected. Its effectiveness was again demonstrated a few months later when a man attempting 
to rob a credit union just near the Police Headquarters was fatally shot by police. The author 
conducted the immediate media response and again saw the effectiveness of the debriefing 
program. A key element of the AFP’s PTSD support was that it was totally confidential and 
remained so.      
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In discussions with others in similar roles it would appear that where such support programs 
operate, the long term PTSD effects appear to be lessened. In discussing these issues with 
Robert Frank, it was acknowledged that on many occasions it was noticed that journalists 
were adversely affected and in the author’s experience the police service’s  CID experts were 
made available and used by journalists, but it should have been provided by their own 
employer. 
 
As a side issue it was observed by the author that it is common practice for most media 
liaison officers to keep running lists of which journalists telephone or request information, 
particularly on major traumatic stories such as disasters, multiple killings, major accidents 
etc.  Provided there is no breach of confidentiality such lists of journalists covering a trauma 
could be almost comprehensive and invaluable in following them up later to ensure they had 
been offered support. Both Robert Frank and the author considered that NCU could use such 
lists to develop its role as a support of journalists following a major trauma story.    
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RECOMMENDATIONS.  
 
1. Media management must accept that the news industry deals with trauma so its journalists 
are likely to be affected by secondary stress and possible PTSD symptoms. 
2. The industry should adopt in-house training and protocols for dealing with journalists who 
are likely to deal with traumatic incidents. 
3. Australian universities training journalists should adopt a program which deals with PTSD 
and alerts potential journalists to signs and the risks of PTSD, how to reduce their impact and 
best practice in dealing with victims and traumatic incidents. 
4. Media managements should adopt a pro-active program as per the model (page ? ) to allow 
Peer Support Counsellors to be trained and a program introduced to develop a bank of 
professional counsellors and medical staff to be available to journalists in need. 
5. That downstream staff such as sub-editors, news editors, chiefs of staff etc, be trained to 
recognise PTSD as a genuine issue likely to affect journalists reporting on trauma. 
6. That media managements accept their responsibility in providing a support service and 
ensure it is confidential and not used to discriminate against staff who use it or require its 
services. 
7. That in a major traumatic incident that a support organisation be allowed access to journalists 
or a hotline be established where journalists can receive the same sort of support as other like 
professions. NCU and Professor Frank Ochberg could advise on this. 
8. That the development of an intermediary service be adopted for all major traumas similar to 
that operating in NSW. 
9. That no journalists be required to undertake a deathknock or intrusion unless they are trained, 
agree to do so and are properly supported. It should not be a job handed to the newest 
journalist as a form of a “right of passage’ into the profession. 
10. That similar organisations such as the police, ambulance, fires services and ADF be regularly 
consulted on best practice in dealing with PDSD.     
 
      
 
 
 
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 75 
   
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY. 
 
Bailey, Louise. (1997). 'Critical Incident Stress and Psychological Debriefing', Workshop Notes 
1997. 
 
Christians, Clifford G, Fackler, Mark, Rotzoll, Kim B. and Mckee, Kathy Brittain. (1997)  Media 
Ethics. Cases and Moral Reasoning . Fifth edition. Longman.     
 
Conley, David. (1997). The Daily Miracle : an introduction to journalism. Melbourne, Victoria, 
Oxford University Press.  
 
Cote , William and Bucqueroux, Bonnie. (1996).  ‘Covering Crime Without Re-Victimizing the 
Victim’. Victims and the Media Program, Michigan State University, School of Journalism. 
 
Cote, William and Simpson, Roger. (2000) Covering Violence : A Guide to Ethical Reporting 
About Victims and Trauma. Columbia University Press, New York. 
 
Davidson, P. and Griffin, R.W. (2000) Management : Australia in a Global Context. John Wiley 
& Sons, Brisbane, Australia.   
 
Goodwin, H. Eugene. (1990). Groping for Ethics in Journalism. Second Ed. Iowa State 
University, Ames, Iowa. 
 
Grabosky, Peter N. and Wilson, Paul R. (1989).  Journalism and Justice : how crime is reported. 
Leichhardt, NSW, Pluto Press. 
  
Grace, Damian and Cohen, Stephen. (1995). Business Ethics : Australian problems and cases.  
Melbourne, Victoria, Oxford University Press. 
   
Granato, Len. (1991).   Reporting and Writing News. Sydney, NSW, Prentice Hall. 
 
Grattan, Michelle. (May 1998). “Editorial Independence : An Outdated Concept?” Australian 
Journalism Monographs. Number 1, May 1998. Department of Journalism, University of 
Queensland. 
 
Hooper, Karlee. (1998). QUT Journalism student essay; "Reporting a massacre : a journalist's 
perspective. "   
 
Hurst, John and White, Sally. (1994). Ethics and the Australian News Media. Melbourne, 
Victoria, Macmillan. 
 
Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance. (1997).  Ethics in Journalism : report of the Ethics 
Review Committee. AJA Section  Melbourne, Victoria, Melbourne University Press. 
 
Mencher, M. (1994). News Reporting and Writing. Dubuque, WC Brown. 
 
North-Coombes, Michelle. (1997). QUT Journalism student essay : "Photojournalism Ethics and 
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 76 
   
 
the use of Violent Images."  
 
Scherer, Migael (1992). Still Loved by the Sun – A Rape Survivor’s Journal. Penguin Books, 
New York. USA.   
 
White, Sally; (1996) Reporting in Australia. South Melbourne, MacMillan 
Newspapers 
 
Castle, Philip; (August 1986). "A Reporter's Lament : Is there Anyone There?" AJA  journal. 
Canberra Branch. 
 
Clarke, Suzanna;  (Saturday, September 16, 2000). “ A price to be paid.”  The Courier Mail, 
Brisbane, Australia.  
 
Johns, Geraldine; (12 November 2000) ; “Trauma counselling ban recommended.”. The 
Sunday Star Times, Christchurch, NZ, p5 
 
Articles: 
 
Castle, Philip. (July – December 1999).  ‘Journalism and Trauma : Proposals for Change.’ Asia 
Pacific Media Educator, Issue No. 7. pp143 - 150.    
 
Castle, Philip. (May 2000).  ‘Can journalists report on tragedy without empathy?’ PANPA 
Bulletin. pp21-22 
  
Castle, Philip. (2000). ‘Media Issues. Trauma and journalists’.  Media and Culture Review. P3.  
  
Cote, William and Bucqueroux; Bonnie (1996). ‘Tips on Interviewing Victims.’ Nieman Reports 
50 (3) : p27. 
 
Dorney, Saun. (July – December 1999).  ‘Covering Catastrophe in Papua New Guinea’. Asia 
Pacific media Educator, Issue No.7. pp 137 - 142.   
 
Frank, Robert, (2001). ‘Newscoverage Unlimited: ‘How an international tragedy spurred an 
initiative to help news people who must cover grisly stories. The Forgotten Tribe’  NCU paper.   
 
McCann, L. and Pearlman, Lauriane, (1990). Vicarious traumatization : A framework for 
understanding the psychological effects of working with victims. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 3 
(1). 
 
Ochberg, Frank. (Fall 1996). ‘Violence; A primer on Covering Victims.’ Nieman Reports, Vol. L 
No 3 : p21. 
 
Ochberg, Frank; (1997). ‘Journalists Not Only Write About Trauma, But Live It’. Traumatic 
Stress Points, US Mediawatch,  p8. 
 
Ochberg, Frank (1996).  ‘Interviewing Victims – A Better Way.  The Victim of Violent Crime.’  
Masters Thesis by Philip Castle 2001. (QUT)  page 77 
   
 
Communicator, Radio and television News Directors Association.  
 
Ochberg, Frank, (1997).  ‘It’s the victims of violent crime who need help.’ John Hopkins 
magazine.  
 
Pennells, Steve;  “Facing tragedy”. Scoop, Volume 14, No 2, (Summer 2001).  (WA’s only 
magazine about journalists written by journalists).  
 
Place, Nic(1992); “Journalism and trauma : the need for counselling”; Australian Studies in 
Journlaism, 1, pages 113 - 158. 
 
Riccardi, Sherry. (1999).  ‘Confronting the Horror’ American Journalism Review, January-
February, pp35-39.) 
 
Shadbolt, Anna (2001); “Trauma and the reporter”; Robie, D (Ed) The Pacific Journalist ; A 
Practical Guide, Journalism Program, USP, 2001, Suva, Fiji, pages 285- 299.     
 
Simons, Margaret. “Australian Journalism : Life after deaths”; The Eye [Eyeopener] 7-20 
October 1999, pp 19- 22. 
 
Simpson, Roger A. and Boggs James G.  (1999). “An Exploratory Study of Traumatic Stress 
Among Newspaper Journalists” Journalism and Communication Monographs 1 (1):1-26. 
 
Suiter, Jocelyn. “Tragic consequences : How journalists survive on a diet of death and 
destruction.” Australian Journalism Review, Volume 23, No.1 July 2001. Journalism Education 
Association, Australia. pp81-97.  
 
The Alliance Magazine, Media Edition, Summer 1998. Gadfly Media, Sydney, 1998. 
 
The Alliance Magazine, Media Edition, Autumn 1998, Gadfly Media, Sydney, 1998. 
 
Reports 
 
Commonwealth of Australia Senate Official Committee Hansard (February 1998). “Self 
regulation in the information and communication industries.” 
 
Radio National Report, August 7, 1997. Media Coverage of the Thredbo Disaster. 
http://www.abc. net.au/rn/talks/830/mediarpt/mstories/mr970807.htm 
 
Resource Kits. 
 
Achieving the Balance : A Resource Kit for Media Professionals for the Reporting and 
Portrayal of Suicide and Mental Illness. A joint initiative between the Commonwealth 
Department of Health and the Hunter Institute of Mental Health, Newcastle, Australia. 
 
 
